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To Ruth, who asked the question. 
I’m sorry the answer is so long.
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Preface

“On balance,” Michael Oren concludes at the end of his magisterial survey, Power, Faith, and Fantasy, “Americans historically brought far more beneficence than avarice to the Middle East and caused significantly less harm than good.”1 This might well be true for most of the 230 years Oren covers, but it would not be a consensus view for the twenty-first century. The United States has fought an unpopular war in Iraq, has continued without resolution an acrimonious dispute with Iran, has done little to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian dispute, and, having helpfully dislodged the Taliban from power in Afghanistan and denied al Qaeda its sanctuary, watched instability grip Afghanistan and extend into neighboring Pakistan. This was not the result of avarice, even though many believe that a determination to control oil supplies governs all American policy. Nor was it even for a want of beneficence, though the guiding principle was national security, often rather narrowly interpreted. With genuine conviction, commitments were made to work to improve the lives of ordinary people in the region.

Oren explains American relations with the Middle East through three themes: power, in terms of the pursuit of America’s interests through a variety of means, including military; faith, in terms of the impact of religion in shaping attitudes and policies; and fantasy, less well defined but a romantic idea of the Middle East that draws Americans to it. The problems of recent times might also be understood in these terms, but with particular twists. The power dimension is self-evident but unavoidable. Until the 1970s, America’s most substantial military engagements were in East Asia. Since then, they have been in the Middle East, including active support of allies fighting others. The critiques of recent U.S. policy often focus on the  incompetent, careless use of this power in both the military and political spheres. The faith dimension has also become increasingly salient, not only because of the importance of the Holy Land for a country with a strong Christian tradition and a significant Jewish minority, but also because of talk of a clash of civilizations centered on a region where Islam can inspire militant ideologies as well as everyday religion. Some might say the fantasy dimension has become particularly pronounced, with the Middle East being used as the testing ground for a great experiment in democracy promotion and conflict resolution, in conjunction with the simplistic and arrogant views of America’s historic mission that tend to be labeled as neoconservative.

Although the Bush administration has had a particularly jolting encounter with the region, previous administrations also struggled with the same set of problems in their earlier forms, and while they often adopted quite different approaches, the results were rarely satisfactory. To take one instance, few items in the standard repertoire of foreign policy options were not tried with Iraq, including complete disregard, a strained partnership, containment, and occupation, each without ever finding a winning formula. All administrations have at some point tried to get the Israelis to think about the long-term implications of their efforts to construct settlements in Palestine and all have been rebuffed. Terrorism makes grim appearances, leading presidents to promise an unrelenting campaign against it, only for it to return with depressing regularity.

Furthermore, the United States is not the first external power to struggle in this part of the world, and it will not be the last. It is hard to think of any power, regional or global, that has demonstrated a consistently sure touch. The region contains multiple sources of tension. The potential for rivalry and division appears to be ever present, within countries and religious faiths, and between notional partners. There are many potential sources of difference: Muslim, Christian, or Jew; Arab, Persian, Kurd, or Turk; Sunni or Shia; monarchy or republic; secular or Islamic; with or without substantial oil reserves; large or small in territory or population. This list is by no means exhaustive. These differences can at times be subdued and irrelevant, or dominant and antagonistic. Their interactions are complex. Old friends can fall out while strange alliances can emerge, born out of expediency and the proposition that “my enemy’s enemy is my friend.” Of course, shared attributes also produce common interests and durable alliances, but the Middle East has lacked the economic and political integration that has worked to encourage more cooperative relationships in other parts of the world. It is not surprising that the intricate politics of the region have defeated to varying degrees Britain, France, and the Soviet Union.

Edward Luttwak argues eloquently and almost uniquely for the irrelevance of the Middle East. It was once, he notes, “the world’s most advanced region, but these days its biggest industries are extravagant consumption and the venting of resentment.” He comments on its lack of productivity and economic accomplishment, warning against the “very odd belief that these ancient nations are highly malleable.” The peoples of the region, he proposes, “should finally be allowed to have their own history—the one thing that middle east experts of all stripes seem determined to deny them.”2 Given its complex and frustrating nature, it would no doubt be a relief for Western policymakers to abandon the Middle East and expend their energies and resources on countries that are more productive, tractable, and grateful, but this is not possible, and when they try to ignore it they get drawn back in. The Middle East’s importance to the global oil market, projected to grow to 45 percent of the world’s oil production by 2030, its concentrations of extreme wealth and despairing urban youth, the culture of anti-Western militancy and its violent expressions, the turbulent states on the edge of Europe and astride the main trade routes, continue to demand attention.

The American ability to influence events has declined. Richard Haass, who served in the administrations of both the elder and younger Bush, has written of the end of “the American era in the Middle East.” There may have been visions of a “new, Europe-like region,” with peace, prosperity, and democracy, but instead there is more likely to be “a new Middle East that will cause great harm to itself, the United States, and the world.” He attributes this decline largely to the decision to attack and occupy Iraq in 2003. The American era began in 1991 with a necessary war against Iraq. “It is one of history’s ironies,” Haass suggests, that “the second Iraq war, a war of choice, has precipitated its end.”3


This book is about choices. The title A Choice of Enemies was initially meant to refer to another historical irony. I was struck by how the United States had managed to find itself in conflict at the same time with Iran, Iraq, and al Qaeda, all of which were antagonistic to each other. The more I looked back over the past three decades, the more appropriate the title seemed, but without any need for irony. Faced with the unfolding dramas of the Middle East and given its pivotal role in regional affairs, the United States has had to choose whom to oppose and whom to support, and then how, with what conditions, and to what degree, to oppose and to support. Such fateful commitments could depend on quite singular combinations of circumstances. My aim, therefore, is to provide a reasonably thorough account of how successive presidents, from Carter to the younger Bush, engaged with the Middle East. The subtitle reflects the fact that this engagement has, certainly recently, appeared rather confrontational. Of course not all American  relationships with the region are confrontational and the aspiration is for complete harmony. There is a tension in the American approach, torn between the traditional instinct of a Great Power to protect the status quo from aggressive states and radical movements and an underlying dissatisfaction with the status quo. One reason is that those conflicts, particularly but not exclusively the Arab-Israeli, that appear to the United States as distractions from its top strategic priorities are extremely important to those in the region. It is also because supporting the status quo means backing states which do not embrace the values of liberty and freedom that Americans claim to cherish most. The sentiments expressed by President George W. Bush about wanting to see more democracy in the Middle East, and his distrust of the notion that autocracy equals stability, reflect a long-standing unease. In its political relations with the Middle East, the United States often appears to be in an argument with itself, as a status quo power that wishes to change the status quo. This tension has added drama, and sometimes poignancy, as American presidents have made their choices.

To explore these choices I know of no better approach than to consider the available evidence in an effort to sort out the sequence of events and the influences on decisions. The most challenging part of this book has been to explore the extent to which decisions on one conflict influence those on others. It is the interconnections between superficially distinctive strands of policy that make it important not to focus on, say, Iraq or Afghanistan in isolation without considering how they relate to each other and other conflicts under way at the same time. The origins of this book lie in a conversation with my daughter Ruth during the Lebanon War of the summer of 2006, when the straightforward answer she sought (she is, after all, a physicist) got lost in the complexities of what Hamas was up to in Gaza, the state of Israeli politics, the role of Syria, the rows over the Iranian nuclear program, and the fallout from the insurgency in Iraq.

As this is largely a political history, there is not much room for broader cultural, social, and economic factors, although I have tried to acknowledge their importance. There is now a substantial literature which explains American relations with the Middle East in terms of cultural differences and antipathies. These factors should be treated with caution when explaining the content of policy. Salem Yaqub suggests differences in “power and geopolitical circumstances” provide a better guide.4 What I hope comes over in this study is the importance of the prevailing assumptions about the sources of power and how it can be exploited. A recurring theme is the failure to come to terms with the limits of power, and not just by Americans. Equally I do not follow the trend in the scholarly literature on international relations  which attempts to put the subject on a proper scientific footing. This can have the unfortunate effect of squeezing out of the analysis everything that makes politics so fascinating, notably the interplay of chance, personality, and circumstance, which have been the ruination of many a good theory. Behind every individual decision there is a churning background of economic and technological change, geographical continuities, cultural predispositions, institutional biases, and practical considerations, all of which deserve careful study, but to the fore there are human beings, fallible and infuriatingly unpredictable, capable of being passive in the face of golden opportunities and bold on the basis of unsubstantiated hunches.

Some choices look worse in retrospect than they did in prospect, and part of the challenge of this book is to try to convey how issues presented themselves to the decisionmakers. Many of these decisions were controversial at the time, and others became so as their consequences became apparent. Political and not just historical points are made about Carter’s responsibility for destabilizing the shah of Iran, or the supposed backing given to Osama bin Laden by the CIA during Reagan’s time, or the elder Bush letting Saddam off the hook at the end of the 1991 Persian Gulf War, or Clinton’s management of the 2000 Camp David summit, or exactly what persuaded the younger Bush to invade Iraq in 2003. I have tried to consider the evidence carefully in all these cases to provide the most credible account of events.

The other minefield for anybody entering this arena is the argument that U.S. Middle Eastern policy has been driven by the demands of the “Israel lobby” rather than any sensible appreciation of American interests. The most prominent set of claims comes from two leading academics, John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt.5 This argument has a number of layers. At one, relatively uncontroversial level, there is the proposition that Israel has a lot of noisy, influential supporters in the United States who demand U.S. backing for almost anything Israel chooses to do in the name of its own security. They can get very agitated by any perceived slight to Israel or sympathy for its enemies. The indictment, however, goes much further to blame the lobby for hijacking American foreign policy to direct it against Israel’s regional enemies, notably Iraq in 2003 and more recently Iran. This leads on to the proposition that Israel and its lobby are responsible for the hostility directed toward the United States in the Middle East, up to and including the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.

The claims made about the influence of the Israel lobby (on occasion by the lobbyists themselves) are exaggerated and in many cases plain wrong. When it comes to decisions that are about Israel, no American president can ignore Israel’s supporters because they do have political clout, but that will  be only one of a number of considerations. They will be getting strong representations from other governments in the region who cannot be readily ignored. Other searches for the hidden forces shaping American policy have put great stress on oil companies, which have tended to find the association with Israel a nuisance. The “military-industrial complex” has been identified as another distorting factor in American foreign policy. While Israel is a significant customer for many American military products, this is dwarfed by the size of the Arab market. Some of the most spectacular congressional battles fought by the Israel lobby have been about arms sales to Arab countries. I do not address the issue of the Israel lobby in this book as a broad generalization but historically, in the context of what successive presidents felt they were trying to achieve and the situations to which they were responding. This results inevitably in a much more complex story.

This is a history of not only recent American foreign policy but also the contemporary Middle East, which I address with great diffidence. I am not a regional specialist and I therefore rely considerably on the work of those who are. Once one starts providing historical context, then it is often difficult to know when to stop, especially in a part of the world where routine references are made to events in the Old and New Testaments and the life and times of the Prophet Muhammad. Although many histories of the Middle East go back centuries, this one does not really get going until 1979. This is to keep the narrative manageable but also because that year saw the start of a new era in the region’s politics, marked by the Egyptian-Israeli Peace Treaty, the Iranian revolution, and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. It was also the year Saddam Hussein became president of Iraq, pilgrims were attacked in the Grand Mosque of Mecca, and Pakistan proclaimed itself an Islamic state. This was, as David Lesch has put it, the “year that shaped the Modern Middle East.”6 The book ends in early 2008, with many pressing issues still unresolved. For reasons that should become apparent, the geographical scope has been kept vague. The Middle East considered here certainly moves into Southwest Asia. The boundaries in time are marked more clearly than those in space, for ease of organization according to presidential terms.

In many respects this is a depressing, at times tragic story; but I will not be arguing that the ending could have been a lot happier if only had the sensible policies I advocate been followed. This does not mean that my approach is not critical, for there have been some staggering misjudgments. At times policies have been decided without due care and attention, sometimes in panic and sometimes with a cavalier optimism. My main concern, however, is to understand how the choices presented themselves to presidents and why they chose the way they did.






1

CHOOSING ENEMIES

WHEN WAR COMES, choosing an enemy is normally the least of a government’s problems. The choice tends to be obvious. Speaking after the “unprovoked and dastardly” Japanese attack on the American fleet at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, “a date which will live in infamy,” President Franklin D. Roosevelt saw no need to elaborate on the meaning of these events: “The facts of yesterday speak for themselves. The people of the United States have already formed their opinions and well understand the implications to the very life and safety of our nation.” The next “unprovoked and dastardly” attack against American territory, on September 11, 2001, was naturally compared to Pearl Harbor. Yet in this case the facts did not speak so clearly. Four commercial aircraft had been hijacked. Two had been flown into the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York City, a third into the Pentagon in Washington, D.C., while a fourth, probably destined for the U.S. Capitol Building, crashed in Pennsylvania. The immediate cost in lives was higher: 3,021 (including nineteen hijackers) as against 2,382 in 1941. A measure of the traumatic impact, however, is that early estimates suggested that some 10,000 might have died as the two towers collapsed into dust and rubble. Moreover, the enemy had struck from within the United States, and a link with foreign organizations or states could only be assumed. There was no transparent sequence of events with which the attack might be linked: no crisis, no failing negotiations, no ultimatums, no warnings. When the president spoke to Congress about the attacks on September 20, he realized that  he needed to address a number of questions that “Americans are asking.” The first was, “Who attacked our country?”1


The apparent culprit was al Qaeda, a terrorist group led by Osama bin Laden, a dissident member of a wealthy Saudi family, who had issued his own declaration of war against the United States. Bin Laden had found sanctuary in Afghanistan, run by the Taliban, a sympathetic regime that was turning the country into an Islamist state. Multiple, spectacular attacks fitted in with the group’s known aspirations and tactics. American targets had been attacked before—embassies in East Africa in 1998 and a warship, the USS Cole, off the coast of Yemen in 2000. The CIA had been warning that al Qaeda was planning something for 2001. Although an obscure Palestinian group tried to take credit, the Agency merely required a look at the passenger lists of the hijacked aircraft to confirm suspicions. The manifests contained the names of people the Agency had been investigating.2


The enemy did not own up. Bin Laden denied responsibility. At first he suggested, somewhat disingenuously, that the attacks seemed “to have been planned by people for personal reasons.”3 He repeated the denial on September 28. “As a Muslim,” he said, “I try my best to avoid telling a lie. I had no knowledge of these attacks, nor do I consider the killing of innocent women, children and other human beings as an appreciable act.” There were all sorts of people who could be responsible, he suggested, “from Russia to Israel and from India to Serbia.” Perhaps it was “the American Jews, who have been annoyed with President Bush ever since the Florida elections and who want to avenge him.” Maybe it was the “intelligence agencies in the U.S.” They “require billions of dollars’ worth of funds from Congress and the government every year” and so “needed an enemy.”4


Bin Laden was not unique in suggesting that this might be a largely manufactured incident. This idea had, and still has, considerable currency around the world, especially in Muslim countries, and even has some credence in the United States. Allegations were soon circulating that the twin towers were felled as a result of a controlled demolition, or that the Pentagon was really struck by a cruise missile, or that there was a quiet exodus from the twin towers of people (Israelis/Jews) who had been alerted to the coming tragedy.5 In the absence of definite proof that al Qaeda was responsible, more fanciful theories could gain ground.

So President George W. Bush’s political task was more complicated than Roosevelt’s, even though the military task in 1941 was bound to have been much greater. Bush had to name the enemy and explain the enmity, as well as set out a strategy for its defeat. He had to do this for a country that was angry, shocked, and fearful of further attacks from unknown sources. His  method was a series of carefully scripted statements culminating in the address to Congress and the American people on September 20, 2001, supplemented on occasion by unscripted, sometimes casual, remarks. Much of the rest of his presidency was shaped by the strategy decided upon and described over those days.

On September 11, Bush knew that al Qaeda was probably responsible and was convinced that the country was at war, but he made neither thought explicit. In his very first comments he referred, somewhat awkwardly, to “those folks who committed this act,” as if they might otherwise be friends.6 That evening he was only slightly more authoritative as he spoke about the “evil, despicable acts of terror” that had ended thousands of lives that day, declaring that the United States would not be frightened into “chaos and retreat.” According to Bob Woodward, his speechwriters wanted to include the phrasing “This is not just an act of terrorism. This is an act of war.” Bush scrubbed it out, arguing that the need that evening was for reassurance. It was not until the next morning that he made this statement. Yet that night he did talk about “the war against terrorism” and also made one important statement of policy, after consultation only with Condoleezza Rice, his national security adviser, “We will make no distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbor them.” The word “harbor” was Bush’s own, since he considered the original “tolerated” or “encouraged” too vague.7


In the context of al Qaeda operating out of Afghanistan with the connivance of the Taliban regime this was not unreasonable. Demands were already being formulated. The Taliban must surrender bin Laden and his close associates, close all terrorist camps, and comply with all UN Security Council resolutions. Soon, General Tommy Franks, the commanding general of Central Command (CENTCOM), was considering how to deal with the lack of plans for invading Afghanistan. The CIA began to develop proposals to engage al Qaeda by working with Afghan warlords opposed to the Taliban.8


In addition to the important tactical and diplomatic issues to be faced with regard to Afghanistan, the most difficult strategic question was whether the campaign could stop there or whether it would have to be extended into other countries. Some extension seemed unavoidable. George Tenet, director of central intelligence, pointed out that al Qaeda agents might be found in as many as sixty countries. “Let’s pick them off one at a time,” said Bush. But Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld posed a larger question to the National Security Council (NSC) on September 12: “Do we focus on bin Laden or terrorism more broadly?” Secretary of State Colin Powell responded that the goal was “terrorism in its broadest sense, focusing first on the organization that acted yesterday.”

There were no prior deliberations to consider the wisdom of taking on all terrorism. In the fraught and fevered hours after the 9/11 attacks, there was no time to think through the implications of that policy and subject it to any sort of critical analysis. Powell may just have been trying to postpone discussion of future campaigns until the United States had dealt with the matter at hand—al Qaeda and its Afghanistan base. There was at any rate a well established commitment to take on all forms of terrorism. This was not a new departure in American foreign policy. It had been present since the 1980s, when Ronald Reagan spoke regularly about the need to “stamp out the scourge of terrorism.” There were regular references then to a war on terror, a phrase that could be interpreted either as a reference to a real war or a rhetorical device to mobilize the nation to address some great problem, akin to the way previous presidents had also declared wars on poverty, drugs, crime, and cancer. Unfortunately, as Grenville Byford observed, and as these earlier campaigns demonstrated, common nouns “never give up” and so cannot be defeated. These were wars against categories with contested meaning and disputed boundaries. It was better to wage wars against proper nouns, “for the good reason that proper nouns can surrender and promise not to do it again.”9 That is what Powell wanted to do. Al Qaeda posed an urgent and demanding challenge, giving focus to all the government’s efforts. Powell had been garnering international support for whatever might have to be done next and was anxious not to put this fragile coalition at risk by extending the fight to places where American allies were less prepared to go.

The broader the definition of the task ahead, the wider the net, leading the United States into a range of conflicts with a variety of groups. Furthermore, as Cheney was keen to point out, one consequence of going after “terrorism,” broadly defined, was “then we get at states.” Rumsfeld was even prepared to skip the intermediate targets of the terrorists and go straight to their state supporters, because “it’s easier to find them than it is to find bin Laden.” To Rumsfeld, the notional leaders of these groups were less important than those pulling the strings. He warned against playing bin Laden up too much, arguing that even if he were eliminated, this would not solve the basic problem of terrorism.10 At a Pentagon briefing on September 13, in response to a question about the broadness of the coming campaign, Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz made the point publicly when he insisted that the task was “not just simply a matter of capturing people and holding them accountable, but removing the sanctuaries, removing the support systems, ending states who sponsor terrorism.”11


What states did they have in mind? One potential candidate was Saudi Arabia. Not only was Osama bin Laden a child of one of the country’s leading  families, but fifteen of the nineteen hijackers were Saudi citizens. Although the Saudis expressed outrage and concern at the time of the attacks, and had already banished bin Laden, there was a long history of the kingdom appeasing Islamists at home by supporting mosques and madrassas (religious schools) abroad. The more Western-oriented members of the Saudi elite kept control of military and economic affairs but allowed the more zealous members of the religious establishment to control the ministries overseeing religion and education. The Saudis followed Wahhabism, an austere form of Islam, named after the eighteenth-century preacher Mohammed ibn Abdul Wahhab. The combination of oil wealth and a creed wary of modernity was toxic and led to a vast proselytizing enterprise, linked to groups of equal severity around the world. This effort was given added impetus in the 1980s, as a counter to the Shia revival prompted by Iran and the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan. This gave the teachings of radical Wahhabist imams an increasingly political edge. Wahhabism is a form of Salafism. The underlying thesis of Salafism is that Islam was perfect when first formed and that later innovations can only distort the original and true message. Though dogmatic, Salafism is by no means synonymous with militant violence. It is the case that many of those who have embarked on this path have tended to be Salafists.

There was a particularly important link between Saudi Wahhabism and Pakistan’s Jamaat-e-Islami, a group that campaigned against corruption and secularism, in this case with the tacit backing of the country’s military dictator, General Mohammed Zia-ul-Haq. It was out of the madrassas in Pakistan, many of which had been preparing militants for the war against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan, that the Taliban emerged. Thus it could be argued (as did a lawsuit) that the Saudis were culpable in creating the ideological climate that nurtured al Qaeda. Craig Unger has argued that George W. Bush was prepared to let the Saudis off the hook because of his family’s close personal and financial links with Saudi Arabia. The major piece of evidence for this allegation was the fact that 142 Saudis, including twenty-four members of the bin Laden family, were allowed to leave the country in a private jet on September 14, without the FBI even screening them to see if terrorists were escaping. This latter point was rejected by the 9/11 Commission, which reported that the FBI’s handling of the flight was thorough and appropriate and that the approval had come from Richard Clarke, then in charge of counterterrorism and later a fierce critic of the administration, and not from the president or vice president.12


A second possible terrorist sponsor was Pakistan itself. Prior to 9/11, the United States had faced considerable difficulty in persuading Pakistan  to cooperate in its attempts to extract bin Laden from Afghanistan. Pakistan’s Inter-Service Intelligence (ISI) agency had created the Taliban and kept it supplied since 1996.13 Pakistan was thus one of the few countries in the world to have diplomatic relations with the Taliban regime. There were also regular reports that ISI, which tended to operate its own foreign policy, had its own connections with al Qaeda and may even have provided some of the funding for the attacks. Islamists were known to be high up in the government. President Pervez Musharraf had been responsible, prior to becoming chief of staff and then mounting a coup, for the unofficial campaign waged against India in Kashmir. Pakistan was already suspected of being lax when it came to controlling the spread of its nuclear technology, although just how lax was not appreciated. There were already disturbing signs that individual Pakistanis were helping al Qaeda pursue its interests in chemical and nuclear weapons. One member of a CIA panel set up in 2000 to review all the evidence on what Pakistan was up to concluded that “the US number one enemy was looking more and more like Pakistan.”14


The 9/11 Commission reported that the Principals Committee on September 13, chaired by Rice, considered the possibility that the United States might still not be able to persuade the Pakistanis to turn against the Taliban, which they had helped create. The conclusion was that if Pakistan failed to help the United States, it would put itself at risk. Powell and his deputy, Richard Armitage, had already decided there was no time to mess around with Pakistan, and Musharraf had to be told to choose sides. That day, Armitage met with the Pakistani ambassador and the head of Pakistan’s ISI, who was usefully in Washington at the time. According to the U.S. record, Armitage set down the steps required of Pakistan, which involved not only denying support to al Qaeda and the Taliban but also handing over intelligence information and allowing the United States to use Pakistan as a base for the coming military operations, which meant full access to its airspace and borders. According to Musharraf, the message was brutal, or as he put it, “very rude.” He was told by his intelligence director that Armitage said, “Be prepared to be bombed. Be prepared to go back to the Stone Age.”15 Armitage denied making any military threats, though his admitted statement that Pakistan must decide if it was “with us or against us,” when put in the context of the time, was not much less brutal.16 Whatever Armitage said, the message was clear. The reply came back almost immediately from Musharraf accepting the U.S. demands, while noting how unpopular this would be with many Pakistanis. This made it easier for the Americans to then formulate the proposed ultimatum to the Taliban.17


Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz’s candidate for military action was quite different, although it was a country with no known links to al Qaeda. To both men, Iraq was as important as Afghanistan, and probably more so. According to one report, barely five hours after the Pentagon building itself was struck, and having been told of al Qaeda’s likely culpability, Rumsfeld asked to see plans for a strike against Iraq. A note kept by an official quotes the secretary of defense as saying he wanted “best info fast. Judge whether good enough hit S.H. [Saddam Hussein] at same time. Not only UBL [Osama bin Laden].” He was quoted as saying, “Go massive ... Sweep it all up. Things related and not.”18 Wolfowitz already was of the view that there was a link between Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and al Qaeda, and so he suspected that Iraq might well have been responsible for the 9/11 attacks, believing the planning and execution had been too sophisticated for a terrorist group and must have involved state sponsorship.

In this view Wolfowitz was influenced by Laurie Mylroie of the American Enterprise Institute, who published a book in 2000 pulling together circumstantial evidence connecting Iraq with the February 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center. The front cover of Mylroie’s book contained an endorsement from Wolfowitz (“provocative and disturbing”).19 NSC staffer Richard Clarke reported that Wolfowitz used Mylroie’s arguments (which Clarke described as “a theory that had been investigated for years and found to be untrue”) as early as April 2001 when questioning the idea of terrorist groups operating independently of a sponsoring state.20 Wolfowitz argued to the NSC that Iraq was not only a plausible culprit but also a much more manageable enemy. He was not alone in his concern that there was a risk of getting bogged down in the difficult terrain of Afghanistan, as the Russians had, or triggering such chaos that Pakistan next door might be destabilized. On September 15, as Tenet outlined CIA plans for getting at the Taliban and all were gathered around a large map of Afghanistan, Rice recalls, “Everybody looks at it and says, ‘Oh, God, isn’t that where great powers go to die?’”21 This could have been an argument for caution, but it only led Wolfowitz to present Iraq as a more straightforward proposition, with a brittle and oppressive regime ready to break.22


There were a number of objections to such an approach. Nobody other than Wolfowitz suspected Iraq was responsible for the 9/11 attacks; campaigning on too many fronts at once risked a loss of focus; it would be wrong to use the war on terror to settle an old score; and ease of attack was not in itself a good reason to choose an enemy. Al Qaeda was expected to be the first priority, and there would be confusion at home and abroad if it was not. If al Qaeda was dealt with successfully, then Iraq, and other hostile  states, would still be there for the next stage. For the moment, Bush was also wary of diversion. He took the view that the American people expected him to start with bin Laden. If that succeeded, “We’ve struck a huge blow and can move forward.” In general, while accepting the more ambitious objective, he remained cautious about the next steps. Iraq was an issue that could wait. The terrorist threat was a “cancer” but should not be defined “too broadly for the average man to understand.” This was not a war that would conclude with a “big bang” but one that would be fought with “many steps.”23 When Bush met British prime minister Tony Blair on September 20, the president commented that “Iraq was not the immediate problem.” Acknowledging that some members of his administration took a different view, he pointed out that “he was the one responsible for making the decisions.”24 But he had not ruled Iraq out. At the time, the assumption was that Iraq would move into the frame if it could be shown to have links with al Qaeda.
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Although his strategy was developing a sharp focus, in his public presentations Bush described a remarkably broad approach. Only in answer to a reporter’s question on September 15 did he acknowledge that Osama bin Laden was the “prime suspect.”25 He was more concerned with communicating the idea that the country faced a new category of enemy that could not be quickly defeated. The enemy “hides in shadows, and has no regard for human life ... preys on innocent and unsuspecting people, then runs for cover.” He spoke of a conflict “without battlefields or beachheads, a conflict with opponents who believe they are invisible.” Terrorism would not be defeated “in a single battle, but in a series of decisive actions against terrorist organizations and those who harbor and support them.”

He also added another dimension to the problem, taking it beyond national security and into the eradication of evil, a matter of morality as much as strategy. This fitted in with both the awfulness of the attacks and the natural impulse in American politics to describe enemies as the embodiment of wickedness, this time not just an extreme and vicious political movement but as Satan himself. In the 1980s, Ronald Reagan had spoken of the Soviet Union as the “focus of evil in the modern world” and as the “evil empire.” On September 12, 2001, Bush spoke of a “monumental struggle between good and evil.” There was not going to be much scope for compromises and middle ways. Soon there were more references to barbarism, evil, and evildoers, and an unscripted description of the war on terror as a “crusade.”26 In the West, “crusade” might suggest something positive, a struggle for a cause in which you really believe. For Arabs, the reference is to religious invasions  launched by the West. Bush’s “crusade” was soon translated into Arabic as the “war of the cross.” The Bush administration immediately realized the metaphor was unfortunate and withdrew it from further use.

Bush’s address to Congress on September 20, 2001, gave him the opportunity to sort out the various messages and describe the chosen strategy. His biographer described it as “the greatest speech of his presidency” because he knew exactly what he wanted to say. His sense of its importance was illustrated when he struck out a quote from Roosevelt, insisting, “I want to lead! I want to be the guy they quote!”27 To the question “Who attacked our country?” he could now provide an answer: “A collection of loosely affiliated terrorist organizations known as al Qaeda.” Bush described al Qaeda as being Mafia-like, but its goal was to impose its radical beliefs on people everywhere. Although it claimed to act on behalf of Islam, this was “a fringe form,” a perversion of Islam’s “peaceful teachings” and so “rejected by Muslim scholars and the vast majority of Muslim clerics.” Its leader was a “person named Osama bin Laden.” Crucially, it was “linked to many other organizations in different countries.” There were therefore “thousands of these terrorists in more than 60 countries,” who had been trained in the ways of terror at camps “in places like Afghanistan” before moving on “to plot evil and destruction.”

Later in the speech, Bush explained that these people hated America for its freedoms, wanted to overthrow existing governments in many Muslim countries and drive Israel out of the Middle East, and were hostile to Christians and Jews. They were “the heirs of all the murderous ideologies of the 20th century. By sacrificing human life to serve their radical visions—by abandoning every value except the will to power—they follow in the path of fascism, and Nazism, and totalitarianism.” This elevated al Qaeda into a special category of enemy, the very worst. Its members shared the ambition of these great enemies of the past to reshape the world according to their extreme beliefs. However, they lacked the ability to mobilize the power of a modern state. In terms of capacity, the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, with which al Qaeda was linked, was relatively puny, although undoubtedly deeply unpleasant. Because it sponsored, sheltered, and supplied terrorists, the Taliban was “committing murder.” Bush demanded that the regime hand over to the United States the leaders of al Qaeda and close the camps. Ultimately, he said, they “will hand over the terrorists, or they will share in their fate.”

“The enemy of America,” Bush was anxious to state, “is not our many Muslim friends; it is not our many Arab friends. Our enemy is a radical network of terrorists, and every government that supports them.” It was clear from Bush’s earlier remarks that chasing al Qaeda out of Afghanistan would  not deal with all those who had been trained in the camps, now dispersed around the world, and the like-minded groups linked to al Qaeda. Bush went further: “Our war on terror begins with al Qaeda, but it does not end there. It will not end until every terrorist group of global reach has been found, stopped and defeated.” From this followed a warning to all nations: “Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists. From this day forward, any nation that continues to harbor or support terrorism will be regarded by the United States as a hostile regime.”28 Left unclear was whether support was being demanded for a war just against al Qaeda or against terrorism everywhere, however defined and in any circumstances.
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For the next couple of months the focus was on the war in Afghanistan to destroy al Qaeda and topple the Taliban. By the middle of November, it seemed that this campaign had reached an apparently successful conclusion. Attention now started to turn to “phase two” of the war against terror. One possibility was Somalia, which might have been used by al Qaeda as a base for the August 1998 bombings of the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. There was some intelligence that al Qaeda had a base near the Kenyan border, although Somali officials said that it had been abandoned. In Yemen, there were suspected al Qaeda camps in the northern mountains. Both these options could be explored, but neither represented as serious a target as Iraq.

The earlier administration assumption was that the United States would act against Iraq only if evidence could be found demonstrating a firm link with September 11. A group in the Pentagon was trying to find compelling evidence and soon began to convince itself, if not others, that the search would bear fruit. There was, however, another approach, one that meant concentrating instead on what could be done in the future about Iraq if the various programs under way there for producing weapons of mass destruction were successful. Such weapons in terrorist hands were a dreadful prospect. How likely that was to happen was another matter, but the president was not going to take any chances. On November 26, 2001, he said that the war against terror would not stop with Afghanistan (“Afghanistan is still just the beginning”) but would now take on states that had either acquired or were after such deadly capabilities. “So part of the war on terror is to deny ... weapons to be used for means of terror getting in the hands of nations that will use them.” Both North Korea and Iraq were mentioned, and it was required of both countries that they admit inspectors to assess the state of their programs. When asked what would happen if Iraq did not do this, Bush said Saddam Hussein would “find out.”29


The annual State of the Union address, scheduled for the end of January 2002, was the setting for the president to evaluate the first months of his war on terror and set out his strategy for the next stage. His starting point was to express confidence in a victory in Afghanistan, where al Qaeda had its headquarters and where the 9/11 attacks had been planned. The United States had
rallied a great coalition, captured, arrested, and rid the world of thousands of terrorists, destroyed Afghanistan’s terrorist training camps, saved a people from starvation, and freed a country from brutal oppression. ... The American flag flies again over our embassy in Kabul. Terrorists who once occupied Afghanistan now occupy cells at Guantanamo Bay. And terrorist leaders who urged followers to sacrifice their lives are running for their own.





Yet terrorist training camps still existed “in at least a dozen countries.” Bush mentioned four examples of this “terrorist underworld”—Hamas, Hezbollah, Islamic Jihad, Jaish-i-Mohammed—operating in “remote jungles and deserts” and hiding “in the centers of large cities.” The identification of Hamas and Hezbollah as part of the enemy network was not considered remarkable, yet their links to al Qaeda were tenuous, and their main significance was their role as popular and militant movements in Palestine and Lebanon, respectively. Islamic Jihad was another Palestinian group, whereas Jaish-i-Mohammed operated in India and Kashmir.

The most significant aspect of the president’s speech lay in his determination to “prevent the terrorists and regimes who seek chemical, biological or nuclear weapons from threatening the United States and the world.” He described the obnoxious nature of each of the regimes in turn: North Korea’s citizens were starving; the Iranian people’s hope for freedom was repressed; Iraq continued “to flaunt its hostility toward America and to support terror.” These states, with their terrorist allies, constituted
an axis of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world. By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes pose a grave and growing danger. They could provide these arms to terrorists, giving them the means to match their hatred. They could attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States. In any of these cases, the price of indifference would be catastrophic.





Faced with such threats, the president warned, “Time is not on our side.... I will not wait on events, while dangers gather. I will not stand by, as  peril draws closer and closer. The United States of America will not permit the world’s most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world’s most destructive weapons.”30


Later, administration figures expressed surprise that the phrase had received so much attention compared with other parts of the speech, but given the context it was hardly surprising, especially as this was also the speech’s most arresting phrase and the paragraph had received a lot of high-level attention. Where did this notion of the axis of evil come from? Bush’s chief speechwriter, Michael Gerson, saw an opportunity to “mold and rally public opinion” and set out the president’s new direction for foreign policy. David Frum, on Gerson’s staff, was asked to produce language on the Iraq issue. Frum was eager for the United States to go after Iraq but realized that certain rationales would not wash. He could detail the tyranny of Saddam Hussein’s regime, but if it was so bad, that left open the question of why the United States had not acted sooner. Reference to the attempted 1993 assassination of Bush’s father, former president George H. W. Bush, risked making it look like a matter of Bush family omertà. Despite the best efforts of the Pentagon cell investigating the matter, there was as yet no strong proof of any connection with 9/11.

To get some inspiration, Frum looked at Roosevelt’s “day that will live in infamy” speech with which this chapter opened. The aspect that intrigued him was the similarity of Roosevelt’s strategic problem to Bush’s. Just as the United States had been attacked by al Qaeda, with Iraq really being the greater threat, so in 1941 the United States had been attacked by Japan, though Germany was the greater threat. Because many in the country and Congress wanted to focus sharply on just Japan, Roosevelt added the sentence “I believe I interpret the will of the Congress and of the people when I assert that we will not only defend ourselves to the uttermost, but will make very certain that this form of treachery shall never endanger us again.” Frum claimed, “For FDR, Pearl Harbor was not only an attack—it was a warning of future and worse attacks from another, even more dangerous source.” He seems to be overinterpreting this sentence. It could be read simply as a promise to deal with the Japanese regime. At any rate, Roosevelt had no need to be cryptic when talking about Germany. In his fireside chat on December 9, 1941, he explained at length why the United States was effectively already at war with Nazi Germany: “We expect to eliminate the danger from Japan, but it would serve us ill if we accomplished that and found that the rest of the world was dominated by Hitler and Mussolini.”31 This was before Germany (and Italy) clarified the situation further two days later by declaring war on the United States. Frum made the tenuous connection between Roosevelt’s challenge of dealing with enemies who  could not be palpably deterred or contained and the recklessness of Saddam. Saddam had launched wars against two of his neighbors, Iran and Kuwait, and while fighting the United States had tried to start another war with Israel. This aggressiveness could soon resurface if he became able to get access to chemical or nuclear weapons, though more worryingly, this might be expressed through terrorist groups.

This was the “axis”—between “terror organizations and terror states”—Frum had in mind in his memo for Gerson. When challenged on the limits to the comparison of the self-defined Axis powers of World War II and Bush’s somewhat contrived “axis of evil,” Frum was prepared to defend the analogy, pointing to the fact that the original Axis powers disliked and distrusted each other and only had in common “resentment of the power of the West and contempt for democracy.” However, this was not the point he was making in January 2002.32 Although Frum has been credited, not least by himself, with the “axis of evil” phrase, his main contribution appears to be the word “axis.” His original formulation referred to an “axis of hatred.” Gerson, who had helped develop the distinctive Bush style that “fused biblical high-mindedness and the folksy,” changed this to the “axis of evil,” which made its members sound even more sinister.33


Rice considered the focus on links between weapons of mass destruction and international terrorism appropriate. The thought had been around during the drafting of the September 20 speech, but anxiety levels were already high enough then not to be raised higher by talking about even more nightmarish possibilities. Rice’s concern was with singling out Iraq as the embodiment of the axis, which could be taken as a virtual—and premature—declaration of war. Rather than tone down the concept, she argued for expanding it. This expansion created a notion of axis that was not so much about links between dangerous states and terrorist networks, but more a combination of dangerous states, all of whom had an interest in weapons of mass destruction. Alternative members of the axis were suggested. The vice president’s office suggested North Korea, which fitted the criteria, but also Syria, which might have been squeezed in, but the decision was not to try. Libya was proposed by undersecretary of state John Bolton, on the basis of its connection with both terrorism and WMD. He did not know, however, that secret talks were under way with Libya, and the British, who were closely involved, urged the Americans not to do anything to jeopardize them.34


Iran was soon put in but then was almost taken out. It was the most problematic country because its internal political structure had democratic elements. According to Rice this was not because of Iran’s nuclear program, since the intelligence was not received until later in the year showing how  advanced this was, but because of the terrorism link.35 This included its link to the Lebanese group Hezbollah, and it had just been discovered ferrying arms to Palestinian groups. There is yet another reason why Bush wanted it kept in. Somehow he thought that by linking Iran with the other two, by describing the repression they faced, this would “inspire those who love freedom inside the country.” He believed in a U.S. responsibility to promote freedom “that is as solemn as the responsibility is to protecting the American people, because the two go hand-in-hand.”36


Whether this noble objective could be discerned within the terse sentences of the speech is doubtful. Yet the administration appears to have believed that it was sending an important, reassuring message to antiregime forces, and that this was a good, propitious time because Iran was on the verge of revolution. According to Frum, Michael Ledeen, whom he described as “a former NSC staffer who follows events in Iran closely” and who was then with the American Enterprise Institute, was claiming that “Iran was moving toward revolution” so that a “signal of support from the United States could hurry things up.”37 This reference to Ledeen is intriguing. Ledeen had a long and checkered past, with spells in government agencies and think tanks. We will meet him again later when we consider the Iran-Contra scandal of 1986, when he played a central and undistinguished role. He was well connected to the more militant parts of the U.S. government. According to one account, Ledeen was an adviser to Karl Rove, Bush’s top political aide. They had met after the 2000 election. Ledeen claimed that he had been asked by Rove to send him his “good ideas” and that every month or six weeks, he would send over “something you should be thinking about.”38


Ledeen had never lost his interest in Iran, but he had come to combine this with a despairing view of the reluctance of the U.S. national security bureaucracy to take the initiative in uprooting hostile regimes and a conviction that the country should find fear and violence (“creative destruction”) more efficient than trying to set moral examples of restraint and conciliation. His basic philosophy, as outlined in a book he published in 2002, was to take on what he called the “terror masters,” a term that reflected his view that the problem was bad states rather than unruly nonstate groups.


While we will have to act against secret terrorist organizations and kamikaze fighters, our ultimate targets are tyrannical regimes. We will require different strategies in each case. We will need one method and set of tools to bring down Saddam Hussein, another strategy to break the Assad family dictatorship in Syria, a very different approach to end the religious tyranny in Iran, and yet another to deal with Saudi Arabia’s  active support for fundamentalist Islam and the terror network. But the mission is the same in each case: Bring down the terror masters.39




Ledeen was to the fore in arguing for an invasion of Iraq but in January 2002 was also stressing the need to “show our contempt for the leaders of Iran by endorsing the cries of the Iranian people for freedom and democracy.”40


According to the memoir of George Tenet, then the director of central intelligence, at the same time the “axis” speech was being drafted, he discovered Ledeen in Italy, with some Pentagon officials, talking about secret contacts with Iranians opposed to the regime, and a $25 million program to destabilize the regime. More annoying still, Stephen Hadley at the NSC and Wolfowitz at the Pentagon knew about this, and Ledeen was claiming that the Iranians would only deal with the Pentagon and not with the CIA. Working with Powell, who was also furious about this private enterprise, Tenet got these efforts stopped.41 But by then Iran was well established as part of the “axis of evil,” put into the frame because of unwarranted optimism about the political benefits of an adverse mention of Iran in a presidential speech. Now that the Iranian regime had been described as evil, it was hard to think of it as anything other than a potential enemy.

[image: 008]

From the culprits of September 11 to the Taliban regime in Afghanistan had been a short step, politically unavoidable and strategically sensible. From the headquarters of al Qaeda to its associates and affiliates around the world had a certain logic, and the implications in many cases would be no more than giving support to particular governments that were already trying to cope with their local threats. Deciding to eliminate the evil of terrorism was an altogether bigger leap, offering potentially endless and limitless conflict. To then place Iraq, Iran, and North Korea within this global war on terrorism was a bigger leap still, because while that gave otherwise ill-defined campaigns a sharper focus, it also risked turning them into actual confrontations with named states.

There was no natural resting place on this journey, unless the government was prepared to reverse course. There were no further terrorist spectaculars along the lines of 9/11, but al Qaeda and its associates kept busy around the world, not least in Iraq. The March 2003 invasion and occupation provided both a rallying call for Islamist militants and an opportunity for regular and serious violence, directed against coalition forces but also against rival communities and political factions. Afghanistan remained unsettled. Iran became even more of an irritant. By the time of his 2006 State of the Union  address, with matters not going entirely to plan, Bush acknowledged that the United States was now engaged in a “long war against a determined enemy.” Yet the president showed no inclination to step back from his ambitious post-9/11 goals. If anything they had expanded: “We seek the end of tyranny in our world.” Now the analysis showed that the “only way to defeat the terrorists is to defeat their dark vision of hatred and fear by offering the hopeful alternative of political freedom and peaceful change.” He offered a simple dichotomy: “Dictatorships shelter terrorists, and feed resentment and radicalism, and seek weapons of mass destruction. Democracies replace resentment with hope, respect the rights of their citizens and their neighbors, and join the fight against terror.”42


While Bush could point to increasing evidence of democratic practice in the region, at least in terms of the holding of elections, their results were often ambiguous and certainly could not be linked to any decline in the local incidence of terror or broader political stability. Elections in Iraq were followed by sectarian violence and continuing insurgency, in Lebanon by Syrian-backed attempts to destabilize the government and a war with Israel, and in Palestine by the election of a group associated with terror leading to a split between the West Bank and Gaza. The regional opponents of the United States were hardly subdued. At least Bush could say in January 2007 that the United States now had “a much clearer view of the nature of this enemy.” He identified two distinct strands of threat, based on the Sunni-Shia divide. This reflects the split in the Muslim world that began almost immediately after Muhammad’s death, over the question of succession, between those who took a pragmatic view of leadership (Sunni) and those who assigned a special status to Imam Ali, the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law (Shia). The divisions this caused remain deep, as evident in the violence between the two communities in Iraq. Bush found that at the extreme of both traditions was enmity toward the United States. On the one hand, there was “al Qaeda and its followers.” They were “Sunni extremists, possessed by hatred and commanded by a harsh and narrow ideology. Take almost any principle of civilization, and their goal is the opposite. They preach with threats, instruct with bullets and bombs, and promise paradise for the murder of the innocent.” They intend to “overthrow moderate governments, and establish safe havens from which to plan and carry out new attacks on our country.” On the other hand, however, there was now “an escalating danger from Shi’ite extremists who are just as hostile to America, and are also determined to dominate the Middle East. Many are known to take direction from the regime in Iran, which is funding and arming terrorists like Hezbollah—a  group second only to al Qaeda in the American lives it has taken.” These were “different faces of the same totalitarian threat.”43
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How had the United States gotten itself in this position, entangled in the confusing and often violent geopolitics of the Middle East and beset by enemies on all sides? As far as the Bush administration was concerned, the events of 9/11 were so horrendous and the new threat so dire that allies and partners must understand that the United States was now entitled to do whatever was necessary for the sake of its security. But the administration had choices in terms of goals and methods. Was it going to focus on all extremist groups trading in political violence or just those culpable for the attacks? Should it seek to eliminate these groups or address those conflicts which gave them their sense of grievance and purpose? Was this an opportunity, while the country was in such a belligerent mood, to try to deal with a range of other foreign policy problems even if they were not directly related to the attacks? How much could be achieved through the sheer assertion of American power, and to what extent would it need willing allies? How far dare it follow a preference for the unilateral in the face of pleas to work with the rest of the international community and show some care and caution?

The approach to these questions reflected the sense that history had started afresh on 9/11. The fact that the United States had been hurt so badly was in itself a commentary on the failure of the old ways, while the situation was so unprecedented that the past provided little guidance on how to respond. Even those who worried that the administration risked leaving the United States isolated and feared, just when it was most in need of friends and good advice, were often also tempted by the thought there was a chance to start with a clean slate. As the United States prepared for a new struggle, there was a resurgence of the hope that often accompanies the end rather than the start of wars—that this was the moment for bold and imaginative policies that might push aside visceral hatreds and destructive practices. It is, however, always unwise to disregard history. History gave context and meaning to the various conflicts in which the United States was getting involved, and provided a framework with which to evaluate American options and judge the possibilities for success. This was also not the first time the United States had been the target of radical movements with a tendency to terrorism.






2

THE FIRST WAVE

MUCH OF THIS BOOK is about the U.S. response to what I call the “second radical wave” in the Middle East, which was led by Islamists and is normally considered to have begun with the 1979 Iranian revolution. The “first radical wave” was led by Arab nationalists. Its first hero was Gamal Abdel Nasser, who became Egypt’s leader after the coup to overthrow King Farouk in 1952. Since many of the current crop of Arab leaders emerged out of the nationalist tradition, the influence of the first wave remains, although it lost its radical edge some time ago. The two waves were anticolonial and anti-Zionist, and both enjoyed their early political development in Egypt, all of which helps explain why they were also deadly rivals. As we shall see, within these two waves there were many different tendencies, which created more scope for rivalry and conflict. With both the first and second waves the United States sought to find points of contact and failed, although as the radical energy drained away from the first wave it was able to make some accommodations. This chapter concerns the rise and fall of the first wave.
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After World War II the U.S. government showed great sympathy for anticolonial movements. It had fought its own war of independence, and saw in the nationalist movements a progressive force, likely to triumph against the feudal monarchies and puppet regimes that continued to serve the imperial cause in Asia and Africa. The Truman administration was of course aware  that the Soviet Union could also claim to be the champion of progressive forces. Communism embraced the cause of the masses against the capitalism epitomized by the United States. The way to counter this was to find nationalist leaders who had populist appeal but also understood the superior merits of the American as against the Soviet system.

The ability of the United States to align itself with the nationalists was hampered by its alliance with antiprogressive forces, and in particular Britain and France, the first targets of the nationalists. In arguments that would be repeated in subsequent decades in different forms, the British and French took the “realist” stance, telling the Americans that they were being naïve and sentimental. Nationalists were not naturally democrats and were easily manipulated by the Communists. Better to stick with the local autocratic rulers, even if their claims to power rested on weak, and often quite recent, foundations. In response, Americans worried that attempts to retain what was in effect colonial control would aggravate anti-Western feeling. In addition, an automatic identity of interests did not always exist. American and British oil companies had long competed for access to oil reserves in the Middle East. Yet in the end, all three countries were allies in Europe, which was the front line of the cold war, and oil reserves and supply lines gave the Middle East a strategic significance that meant it was bound to become another front. It was the British who took the lead in resisting a Soviet drive into the Middle East, and they claimed to understand its tiresome complexities and distinctive culture better than anyone else. The Americans found themselves siding with the status quo.

The other source of difficulty was Israel. This was also at first an anticolonial, nationalist cause, which is why the Jewish state was also supported by the Soviet Union as an oasis of socialism. There were many in the State Department—as there were in the British Foreign Office—who thought that this was a big mistake. But the British who governed Palestine had promised the Jews their homeland in 1917, a claim that was much harder to resist in the aftermath of the Nazi Holocaust in Europe and was actively supported by American Jews. Initially Palestine was divided into a Jewish and an Arab state, but the borders were never likely to hold. As independence was declared in 1948, 650,000 Jews were fighting for their survival as well as for the expansion of the territory under their control. Encouraged to flee with the promise of a return with victorious Arab armies, or else hounded out by Jewish militias, 750,000 Arabs left their homes to become refugees, a status that became permanent as they were settled in camps across the new borders. There they were maintained as a rebuff to Israel and a source of agitation and militancy. The only other victor was Jordan, which took the  portion of Palestine, including half of Jerusalem, that Israel failed to acquire. For the Arab people, Israel’s survival was a deep humiliation and added to the unpopularity of their leaders. Arab governments could not make Israel disappear, but they insisted on a continuing state of war and refused any political or commercial contact. This was despite Western attempts to encourage them to do so and to focus instead on the common Soviet enemy.
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This was the background against which, in 1952, the dissolute King Farouk of Egypt was overthrown by the Committee of the Free Officers’ Movement. Nasser was the dominant figure in the Committee, although the first president of the new republic was General Muhammad Naguib. The movement was vehemently opposed to the British control, but otherwise had no uniform ideology. It soon ran into trouble and quickly abandoned democratic politics. The two political organizations whose influence might have given ideological clarity to the new regime were suppressed. The Communist Party was outlawed and remained so even while friendly relations were being established with the Soviet Union. A more serious challenge came from the Muslim Brotherhood, which had been formed in Egypt in 1928. This was a genuine mass movement, founded on a belief in the supremacy of Islamic law and combined with a populist anti-colonialism. Many of the radical Islamic movements operating today are linked to the Brotherhood, and the books of its leading ideologists, such as Syed Qutb, remain influential. The Brotherhood had welcomed the 1952 officers’ revolt in Egypt, but then wanted the new government to create an Islamic state. Nasser used an assassination attempt by a member of the Brotherhood to push Naguib aside during 1954.

Under President Harry S Truman some effort was made to work with Nasser, but this faltered under Dwight D. Eisenhower, although in the end it was Eisenhower who saved Nasser’s regime. He was particularly irritated by Nasser’s support for anti-colonialism and his embrace of the nonaligned movement. This anti-colonialism was reflected in Egyptian support for the rebellion in Algeria against France. The crunch point came when Nasser also decided that he needed to build up his forces to cope with Israel.

By the time he first came to power, and despite American (and Israeli) hopes, Nasser had concluded that a peace treaty with Israel was a step too far. Then tensions grew as a result of Israeli reprisal raids for guerrilla attacks launched from the Gaza Strip, then part of Egypt and where many of the refugees lived. Having been rebuffed by the Americans because of his insistence on nonalignment, Nasser negotiated an arms agreement with Czechoslovakia  in September 1955, representing a breakthrough for the Soviet Union in its efforts to gain some presence in a Western-dominated region. The American response was to reduce economic assistance (particularly for the high-profile Aswan Dam project). This set the scene for the following year’s Suez Crisis.

The nationalization of the Suez Canal, then still run by a Franco-British company, was seen both as economic theft and strategic threat, because of the canal’s importance in transporting oil supplies. The anger in London and Paris was not matched elsewhere, and the Americans opposed the use of force to resolve the issue. Regardless, in November 1956, Britain and France attempted to reoccupy the canal zone, in collusion with Israel. After some fierce fighting, the Egyptian air force was destroyed and key ports along the canal were occupied, but the attack was universally condemned. Britain and France were compelled to agree to a cease-fire before they had reached their objectives, and then to withdraw. The most effective form of coercion was economic pressure from the United States. Israel, which had taken the Sinai, was also obliged to withdraw, but a UN peacekeeping force was placed on the Egyptian side of the border with Israel and on the Gulf of Aqaba to ensure the free passage of Israeli shipping. Nasser was the true victor of the crisis. By standing up to Western imperialism, he became a hero in the Arab world.

Eisenhower was furious with the British for the illegality and stupidity of their tactics, for distracting the international community when it should have been focusing on a simultaneous crisis—the Soviet suppression of the Hungarian Uprising—and for not consulting or even informing him. He hoped that by opposing the colluding powers he would gain some credit in the Arab world, but the Soviet opposition had been louder (even to the point—when it was safe to do so—of issuing a nuclear threat). As Eisenhower contemplated the situation after Suez, he realized that the British were now so discredited that the United States would have to assert itself more in the region, and that Nasser was so buoyed by his triumph that he was going to be even more disruptive as well as flirtatious with the Soviet Union. In January 1957, the “Eisenhower doctrine” was promulgated, promising to help nations protect their independence and integrity against “overt aggression by a nation controlled by international communism.” The reference was clearly to Egypt.

It was also a reference to Syria. In 1954, a right-wing military regime had been overthrown by the combined efforts of the Arab Socialist Resurrection (Ba’ath) Party and Communist parties and dissident elements of the Syrian army. The link with Nasser, the access to the pipeline connecting Iraq’s oil  fields to Turkey, and the potential for Syria to further destabilize the region and provide another entry point for Soviet influence added to Western anxieties. A year after Suez, the British were hatching a plan to assassinate the ruling triumvirate in Syria in the context of wider disturbances (including stirring up the Muslim Brotherhood) in the hope of creating conditions that would give Iraq and Jordan a pretext for overthrowing the regime. The plan was abandoned when these countries refused to cooperate.1
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Nasser was presenting himself at the head of an apparently irresistible movement. If there was an ideological impetus, it came from pan-Arabism, an idea that dated back to Ottoman times and stressed the unifying qualities of an Arab—as opposed to an Islamic—identity. In the name of Arab unity, Nasser urged Syria to join Egypt to form a new state. The United Arab Republic (UAR) was proclaimed in 1958, with Nasser as president and Cairo as the capital. It did not last. The Syrian elite could not easily reconcile themselves to a secondary role, the two countries were not contiguous, and they had different structures. The union collapsed in 1961 when there was yet another military coup in Syria, with members of the Ba’ath Party to the fore. Ba’athism was another example of the strength of narrow, nationalist impulses. Ba’ath ideology was set out in the 1940s by intellectuals who synthesized nationalist, socialist, and some fascist ideas. It was influential in Iraq as well as Syria. When in 1958 the Hashemite monarchy was overthrown in Iraq, as it tried to form a union with Jordan to compete with the formation of the UAR, Ba’athism might have been expected to provide a source of togetherness. It took a succession of military coups before the Ba’athists came to power in Iraq in 1963, but then, once again, apparent ideological compatibility failed to overcome national rivalries. By the end of the 1960s, the two Ba’ath parties sustained their own separate versions of the true faith in hostility to each other.

The evident divisions among those occupying the same ideological space undermined Nasser’s cause. He retained immense popularity among the Arab masses, but this took him less far than he had hoped. Particularly damaging was his unsuccessful military campaign in Yemen in order to sustain a republican government that had overthrown the monarchy but was buckling in the face of a royalist counterattack. The royalists were backed by the Saudis, who saw Nasser’s ideas as deeply subversive and un-Islamic. This war involved at its peak 75,000 Egyptian troops, and ruined what chance Nasser had of getting on good terms with the United States, which under President Kennedy had started to woo him again. This would have enabled him to reduce  his dependence on Soviet support; instead, Yemen became a drain on resources and added to intra-Arab tensions. After the June 1967 war with Israel, Egypt had to accept defeat and withdraw its forces.

More than anything else, it was the June 1967 war with Israel that undermined Nasserism. Nasser had deliberately upped the ante in the preceding months but then could not cope with what he had unleashed. He first expelled the UN force from the Sinai and then imposed a blockade by closing the Straits of Tiran. Israel realized it could expect no help from a Vietnampreoccupied United States. Reluctantly, Prime Minister Levi Eshkol accepted the arguments of the generals that the country dare not wait until it was attacked but must take the initiative. The subsequent campaign was conducted with startling efficiency. Within a week, Israel had pushed Egypt out of the Sinai Peninsula and Syrian forces away from the Golan Heights. Jordan lost all territory to the west of the Jordan River. Suddenly Israel was more than three times its previous size. Nasser’s bombastic rhetoric of glorious victory was revealed to be without foundation. After the humiliation, Nasser offered to resign. Although he accepted popular calls to stay, the aura was gone. By 1970 he was dead.
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The 1967 war created a vacuum in radical Arab politics. The Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza aggravated further the grievances of the Palestinians; and with their Arab supporters weakened they sought to gain control over their own struggle. When the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) was founded in 1964, it was closely tied to Nasser. It was given to exaggerated talk of battle, revolution, and liberation and not taken seriously. Its charter spoke of the illegality of Israel and denied the right of the Jews to be considered as “one people with an independent personality.” Initially, the land over which it claimed sovereignty specifically excluded the West Bank and Gaza, for they were then spoken for by Jordan and Egypt. After the 1967 war, the question of whether they should confine themselves to liberating these occupied territories, accepting that the core Zionist entity would remain, was one that even the pragmatists found hard to address. The PLO was taken over by the Fatah group led by Yasser Arafat, who appeared to have a more practical approach to armed struggle and guerrilla warfare. Fatah, however, was not the only faction in the PLO. The second largest was George Habash’s Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), which was backed by Syria and embraced Marxism-Leninism, describing the Arab struggle as part of a wider anti-imperialist struggle. The first modern terrorist event is normally identified as the hijacking of an El Al flight from  Rome to Tel Aviv on July 22, 1968, by George Habash’s PFLP. Most of the passengers were released at Algiers, but seven crew members and five Israeli passengers were held hostage for five weeks until the Israelis agreed to an exchange for Palestinian militants in Israeli prisons. Habash argued that the publicity from such events was far more valuable to the cause than the deaths of Israeli soldiers in battle. These bold acts did not stop the PFLP from suffering from factionalism. Another group, the Popular Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PDFLP) believed in more ideological struggle and not just military action, stressing in good Marxist fashion class rather than nationality.

The centrality of the Palestinian cause meant that it was impossible for any Arab leader to ignore. Most states, certainly the more radical of them, sought to influence the PLO’s policies and behavior by developing ties with at least one of its factions. This encouraged the factions to outbid each other in their aggression. As a result, the PLO became not only self-important but also unruly, growing in militancy, and intolerant of those who urged moderation or contemplated any sort of deal with Israel. The ideology of armed struggle led to futile attacks on Israel and gradually became expressed in acts of international terrorism, often supported by extreme leftist groups in the West that adopted the Palestinian cause as their own, especially after the cause of the 1960s—Vietnam—lost its potency.

In the first instance, the most likely victim of this militancy seemed to be Jordan rather than Israel. King Hussein wanted to recover his lost territory. This required negotiations with Israel, but he did not dare move against the currents of Arab opinion. Although he did manage informal, secret talks, he could never risk a separate peace. The PLO added to his difficulties by using what remained of his territory to mount attacks against Israel, which resulted in the inevitable Israeli reprisals. By now, the Palestinians had become a significant section of Jordan’s population. Arafat used the prestige gained by mounting attacks from Jordanian territory against Israel to bolster his leadership of the PLO. Within Jordan, the Palestinians began to set up a state within a state and to act with impunity when mounting raids against Israel, while refusing to accept any attempt by the government to assert authority. Tensions grew when Jordan accepted UN Resolution 242, which set peace for land as the basis for an Arab-Israeli settlement. Hussein was denounced by Palestinian groups who then began to plot his downfall. As if a series of attempts to assassinate him were not bad enough, the king’s patience was also tried by a spectacular series of aircraft hijackings, concluding with a number of aircraft being gathered by hijackers at Dawson’s Field, an old RAF base in Jordan. This was the final straw. On September 16, the king declared  martial law and began to attack Palestinian headquarters and units. The fighting was vicious. A further complication arose when the Syrian-backed Palestine Liberation Army (PLA) intervened. Only when Israeli aircraft began to fly over the PLA’s tanks, demonstrating their vulnerability, did it withdraw. The Americans prepared a full intervention to help Jordan if necessary. At the end of the month, Nasser brokered an agreement between the king and Arafat that allowed Palestinian fighters to operate so long as they stayed away from the cities. The strain, however, caused Nasser to have a fatal heart attack.

The immediate consequence was that the agreement was stillborn, so the king pressed on and within a month had reached another agreement with Arafat, this time securing the dismantling of Palestinian bases and asserting his control over his kingdom. With thousands dead on both sides, the Palestinians retired from Jordan. But they were bitter about what they called “Black September” and expanded their ambitions to acquire Jordan along with Israel for their new Palestinian state. Another consequence was that the Palestinians set up their bases in southern Lebanon, where the government was much weaker. The destabilization of Lebanon turned out to be more calamitous than that of Jordan. Syria was also destabilized. The defense minister, Hafez al-Assad, a Ba’ath activist who had been an opponent of the union with Egypt, came to power in a coup. Assad then effectively turned Syria into a one-party state. He was an Alawite, a minority sect close to Shi’ism that deifies Muhammad’s son-in-law, Ali. Because this represented only 10 percent of the population, and went against the faith of the majority Sunni population, Assad was even more secular than the other radical regimes. A contrast at the time was Libya, the most recent state to overthrow a pro-Western monarchy in 1969. There, Colonel Mu’ammar Qadhafi, who mounted the coup, sought to create his own revolutionary creed through a mixture of Islam and socialism, which left the clerics deeply unimpressed but at least demonstrated the growing influence of religion on radical politics as Nasserism lost its allure. Assad could take no such risks. He therefore stressed Arabism, which came at the expense of Kurds, and suppressed the Muslim Brotherhood, which gained adherents as the Sunni population became increasingly disaffected.
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The succession to Nasser also had far-reaching consequences. Vice President Anwar Sadat had been Nasser’s associate in the agitation leading to the officers’ revolt and he remained by his side thereafter. He never gave the impression of having distinctive views or ambitions of his own. When Nasser died,  Sadat was the natural replacement, at least until arrangements were made for a more permanent leader who was likely to be close to Moscow. Sadat was, of course, perfectly well aware of this possibility, and as he had no desire to accept an interim status, he was planning from the start to take Egypt on a different course. Even as Nasser was being buried, Sadat made known to the American delegation in Cairo for the funeral that he wanted to shift from the pro-Soviet orientation of the past fifteen years. The underlying calculation was straightforward. The connection with the Soviet bloc had brought only failure in war, economic stagnation, and an impasse on the dispute with Israel, which left Israel holding on to the Sinai Peninsula. The country could not move forward unless it escaped from the confrontation. The Soviet Union was not judged to have been a reliable ally. It did break relations with Israel as a gesture of solidarity with the Arabs, which had the effect of ensuring that it was of no use as a potential mediator. The Americans could play this role, offering serious economic support and helping the country avoid the socialist distortions introduced by Nasser.

Even though neither the Americans nor the Israelis appreciated the opportunity he was trying to give them, Sadat pursued his course. The pro-Soviet group found themselves out of government, and in 1972 Soviet advisers were abruptly told to leave Egypt. The Nixon administration had been skeptical, but the sudden prospect of removing such an important Third World state from Soviet influence appeared as a big prize and Sadat was actively courted. The predominant role of Warsaw Pact weaponry in the Egyptian armed forces meant that there was little choice but to patch things up in the buildup to the 1973 war, though in the aftermath Sadat once again discarded his former patrons. On October 6, 1973, Egypt launched a surprise attack against Israeli forces in the Sinai, ostensibly to reclaim the territory captured during the 1967 Six Day War but more to gain revived international engagement and create a new balance of power with Israel. Even though the military strike was only initially successful, and within two weeks had been completely reversed, it was a psychological victory. The Egyptians were pleased to dwell on the unexpected military achievements of the first days of the war rather than their eventual defeat, but they knew that the war had confirmed their limited ability to change the regional map by force of arms. Rarely mentioned at the time, but sufficiently often for it to be recognized as a factor, was Israel’s nuclear capability. If Arab armies really looked like they were going to march on to Tel Aviv, then there could be a terrible retribution. Arab military options were running out, so diplomatic opportunities had to be taken more seriously. After the October war, with Secretary of State Henry Kissinger acting as intermediary, forms of tentative diplomatic  engagement began. By September 1975, Egypt had signed two disengagement agreements with Israel and so recovered a portion of its territory, to be followed by a limited agreement involving Syria’s Golan Heights that November. Syria, Libya, and Iraq continued to reject the possibility of recognition of Israel, and with their client Palestinian factions caused ructions within the PLO when Arafat began to hint that the best they might achieve would be a binational state. Yet the PLO was able to establish itself as heir to the West Bank, and despite Jordan’s protests, this was recognized at the 1974 Rabat Arab summit.
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The 1973 war triggered a major shift in the international oil market, giving tremendous leverage to the oil-rich powers of the Middle East. The shift was overdue. Until the 1970s, the price of oil had been both stable and cheap. It had hovered at around $3 a barrel since the late 1950s, though in real terms this meant a decline of about 20 percent. At the start of the decade, U.S. domestic oil production peaked. By 1973, production was already failing to meet the rise in consumption, so imports were growing. As the U.S. dollar (in which oil was priced) was also weaker, Third World oil producers were seeing their revenues go down. This added to their already substantial sense of resentment. Those for whom crude oil was their main source of income, and who had come together in 1960 as the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), were convinced that it was underpriced. With the decline in its own domestic production, U.S. influence over the oil price also declined. Demand reached the point where it was vulnerable to even relatively small changes in supply. OPEC now had its chance. Petro-politics was about to move to center stage.

The seven Arab members of the organization had a secret agreement to take joint action in the event of a new war with Israel. When this came in 1973, they imposed an embargo on those countries that supported Israel. Initially this was targeted at the United States and the Netherlands, although it was later extended. It was never going to be precise in its application. Any shortages affected the global price, which shot up from $3 to $12 per barrel. Iran, which continued to supply oil to Israel during the crisis, still raised its prices, judging with its fellow OPEC members that the oil companies would not be able to do much about it. The embargo ended in March 1974, but the economic consequences were still working themselves out, and the price did not fall.

The sudden rise of OPEC transformed international relations. Countries that had either been colonies or the next best thing seemed to have found a  way to turn the tables on Western countries. The control of the Arab producers over such a vital energy source was one explanation for the speed with which the European Community adopted a relatively pro-Arab stance in November 1973. Compared with the 12 percent of oil the Americans took from the Middle East, the Europeans took 80 percent. The big Arab oil producers became important not only because of their influence over the price of oil but also because they were accumulating extraordinary wealth as they received revenues they could barely absorb. Only sales of advanced weaponry appeared to provide unlimited opportunities for recycling the petro-dollars. The mid-1970s turned into a boom period for arms manufacturers, feeding the oil producers’ apparently insatiable appetite for modern weaponry. In general for Western states it was not so good. Stock markets collapsed and economies contracted. There was an unusual combination of inflation and recession.

It took time for American policymakers to come to terms with the rise of OPEC. There was a cursory consideration of whether the best response to a future embargo would be a military takeover. When asked about the possible use of military force at the start of 1975, Kissinger had replied that it would be inappropriate in a dispute over price, but not necessarily when there was some “actual strangulation of the industrialized world.” This “strangulation” formula was used by other members of President Gerald Ford’s administration, including the president, but the impracticalities arguing against such a step, especially given the possibilities for sabotage, were overwhelming. In the event, the trend was in the opposite direction. It seemed wiser to stay friendly with the two rising and vehemently anti-Communist oil powers, Iran and Saudi Arabia, in the hope that they would moderate OPEC’s policies. In the short term this policy course, and the accompanying flows of arms, seemed only to be reinforcing existing balances and alignments rather than creating a wholly new strategic configuration.
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Over the longer term, there was a more insidious effect. The Palestinian cause was still largely the preserve of radical groups with secular, pan-Arabist origins. Outside of the PLO, leftists were weak. Within individual states, Islam rather than socialism was starting to become the inspiration for radical movements. This was the start of the second radical wave, although at first the role seemed more reactionary than radical. The Muslim Brotherhood supported King Hussein in his battle against the PLO in 1970. Sadat purged Soviet supporters and released the Muslim Brotherhood leadership from prison to counter any continuing leftist influences. This worked, and the  Brothers were soon diverting support away from the leftists in the universities. But he could not control the direction of the debate, especially in the mosques, one of the few places where radical ideas might still be nurtured and propounded. The clerics claimed that the effects of this shift to religion were evident in the improved military performance of 1973 as compared to 1967. The battle cry under Nasser had been “Land! Sea! Air!” Under Sadat, it was “Allah Akhbar!”2


The full implications of this trend were obscured for a number of reasons. It was a transitional period. The hold of leftist and pan-Arabist ideals had not yet been broken, while the political implications of an Islamic critique of society had yet to be felt. Up to this point, the political role of Islam was largely judged in the West to be positive and essentially conservative in its effect. A region in which Islam was so strong was never going to be fertile ground for atheistic communism. This could be seen in the continuing tension between socialistic regimes and Islamic movements. But a transformation was occurring because of a changing social setting. Middle Eastern populations were, following dramatic population growth, younger (by 1975, 60 percent were under twenty-four). People had also moved from the villages to the cities, creating urban masses, economically disadvantaged and susceptible to the polemics of radical Islamists. Under the banner of Islam, one could now find social revolutionaries as well as conservative elites.

As Sadat removed the restraints imposed by Nasser (although not the formal ban), the Brotherhood soon flourished, opening new mosques, schools, and banks. While the senior members of the Brotherhood were prepared to play the political game with Sadat, those who had emerged from years in prison or clandestine organizations were more intolerant and took on new political forms, separate from the old guard. They certainly dealt with the leftists, initially chasing them out of the universities, but their determination to impose their religious values on the whole society made them an increasingly intimidating and antidemocratic presence. By 1974, they were turning their attention to Sadat himself. He tended to play down the significance of the virulent rhetoric of the young Islamists. It took until 1977 before the Egyptian president started to realize the potency of the force he had helped to unleash. The Islamists were never going to tolerate his interest in peace with Israel. By 1978, Sadat’s experiment was concluded, but as he tried to rein in the Islamic movement, he found it could not be turned off as easily as it had been turned on.

The Saudis had provided the Brothers with a base after they had been expelled by Nasser, and they continued to nurture them as a weapon to be used against secular leftists. When Sadat started to court the Brothers, the Saudis  provided enthusiastic support. In both countries there was a belief that there was a close fit between religious and political conservatism, and that young hotheads could be manipulated, for use against enemies, but controlled if they looked like they might go too far. Here the Saudis took the greatest risks, as they assumed that the best way to prevent the Islamists’ causing trouble was to encourage them to direct their energies elsewhere. Wahhabism set such standards for religious observance that up to this point, it had lacked mass appeal beyond Saudi Arabia. It was generally considered to be too purist and sectarian for clerics who wished to stay close to the traditions of their local populations. Now it was gaining influence among the young Egyptian radicals, many of whom had spent time in Saudi Arabia. The Saudis also had the funds to proselytize on a grand scale, with the objective of breaking the hold of nationalists on public opinion, gaining friends by demonstrating charity and goodwill, and keeping their own clerical establishment content. This “Petro-Islam,” to use Gilles Kepel’s phrase, encouraged the notion of a wider community of Islam beyond the Arab world, with a shared concept of struggle.3
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It was not only the oil and the Arab-Israeli dispute that were causing the Americans to pay more attention to the Middle East. Britain’s traditional role as the leading great power in the region, undermined by Suez in 1956, was now at an end. Britain had been accused of being too pro-Israel during the 1967 war and then had suffered an ignominious retreat from Aden (now part of Yemen). In 1968, it gave up almost completely when it decided at a time of economic crisis to withdraw from its military role “East of Suez.” By abruptly abandoning its role as protector of the small Gulf sheikhdoms and accepting diminished influence in Iran and Saudi Arabia, the British created a vacuum. The conservative monarchies now looked to the United States to help them deal with threats from both the Soviet Union and the radical states. As they were often also the custodians of the larger oil reserves, their anxieties were difficult to ignore, despite their autocratic nature and Saudi Arabia’s hostility to Israel. If these “twin pillars” became strong enough, they could contain any Soviet adventurism without the previous levels of reliance on American support. Under the post-Vietnam “Nixon doctrine,” the preference was always to boost local forces rather than commit those of the United States to deter local threats.

The main threat was still assumed to be the Soviet Union, working through radical, secular regimes such as Egypt, Syria, and Iraq. The reason to worry about any source of instability in the region was the probability  that it would be exploited by Moscow. Indeed, to some the very fact of instability was sign enough that Communist agents were at work. For Washington, this created a strong predilection in favor of the status quo. If the established power structure was strong enough to resist Soviet influence, that was a strong point in its favor, even if the relevant regimes were hardly paragons of liberal democracy. If divisions opened up among American clients, then the United States must work toward reconciliation, lest any division create opportunities for Moscow. Israel was always a particular difficulty. Because all Arab countries were hostile and refused to grant it any legitimacy, this was a ready issue for the radicals to exploit. It was a natural thought that if only the United States could resolve Israel’s disputes with its Arab neighbors, life would be a whole lot easier.

The basic objectives for American policy in the Middle East therefore were to keep the oil producers sweet, reduce Soviet influence, and sort out the Arab-Israeli conflict. By the mid-1970s, progress was apparently being made. Iran, Saudi Arabia, and the other Gulf states appreciated the great attentiveness to their needs and wishes. The October 1973 war warned of the region’s continuing potential as a flash point in the cold war. Toward the end, as Israeli forces threatened the beleaguered Egyptian Third Army, the Soviet Union appeared to be preparing its forces to mount a rescue. The United States moved all its forces, including nuclear, to the highest level of alert—DefCon (defense condition) Three. While both sides were probably bluffing at a time when President Nixon was also beleaguered as a result of the Watergate scandal, this was still a reminder of how a proxy war might escalate to disaster as the superpowers weighed in on behalf of their clients. The year 1973 was in fact the last time there was any such risk. Soviet relations with most of its Middle Eastern clients were already uneasy and its position was in long-term decline. After the war, it was Kissinger who negotiated the disengagement agreements between Israel and the two Arab belligerents, Egypt and Syria. In addition to lowering the level of tension, this established the United States as best placed to broker a large peace deal. That in itself was a symptom of Soviet decline. The main reason for the decline was that the radical regimes that had caused the problems in the past were suffering their own crises of legitimacy. The benefits of links with Moscow had become questionable in terms of the limits of the Soviet economic model. Possibly more important, the limits of Soviet military equipment when pitted against Western equipment in the hands of the Israelis had also been revealed. After Egypt abandoned the Soviet Union for the United States, Iraq hedged its bets by developing a close relationship with France. Syria remained more loyal but was wary about becoming too isolated.

The Arab states looked to the United States to broker a deal because they believed Israel was so dependent on American financial and economic assistance that it would have little choice but to accede to American wishes in pursuit of a settlement. Despite the supposed political clout of American Jews, until the 1960s relations between the United States and Israel had been cool. The Eisenhower administration found Israel a complicating factor in its relations with Arab states and was irritated by its belligerence. It resolutely refused to sell its arms on the grounds that Israel was capable of looking after itself without help. Should the United States start arming Israel, Washington then argued, it would just encourage the Soviet Union to reinforce its military relationship with the Arabs, resulting in an arms race or even worse, should a conflict lead the two superpowers to feel obliged to get involved. Better for Israel, the argument continued, if the aim was to secure a lasting peace with the Arabs, for the United States to be in a position to do the mediation. Better also for the United States, lest too close an association with Israel annoy powerful Arab states, jeopardize access to oil, and create opportunities for the Soviet Union.

The difficulty with this line of argument was that the more the frontline Arab states got from the Soviet bloc, the more Israel would be at risk if it had to make do with old equipment or what could be obtained from France and Britain. It also required some evidence that U.S. attempts to stay friends with the more radical Arab states, and in particular Egypt, could produce real breakthroughs in their political orientation and readiness to deal with the Israelis. Furthermore, the promise of arms sales also provided some potential leverage over Israeli policy. With the Kennedy administration, the arms policy began to be relaxed—first with air defense missiles and then tanks. When in 1967 France switched its favors from Israel to the Arabs, having concluded that this was the better side to back over the longer term, the United States had little choice but to become Israel’s primary supplier. Deliveries of Phantom aircraft were the first manifestation of this. During the October 1973 war, when Israel was at its most beleaguered, rocked by the early Arab advances that were held back only with great effort, the United States stepped in with a massive airlift of vital military supplies. The Arabs saw this as demonstrating the huge potential American leverage over Israel, which they assumed could readily be translated into the sort of pressure that could extract major Israeli concessions in any negotiations. The Israelis had a similar fear. They had found their desperate dependence on American supplies in the middle of the 1973 war to be a source of both anxiety and political vulnerability. For this reason, after the war they accumulated huge military stocks for their reserves. High expectations that the United States  would be able to put sufficient pressure on Israel to change course were thereafter usually frustrated.

Israel was prepared to be stubborn in defense of its security. The sweeping gains of 1967 had given it formidable bargaining chips, although they could only serve this purpose if there was a real willingness to bargain them away. After the experience of 1956, Israel was not going to return captured territory meekly without proper peace treaties with its Arab neighbors. Even though battered and humiliated, at first the Egyptian and Syrian governments refused to contemplate what they considered surrender terms and decided to preserve their dignity and prepare for the next round. In August 1967, Arab states gathered at Khartoum and promised to continue the struggle and insisted on the three “no’s”—“no peace with Israel, no recognition of Israel, no negotiations with it, and insistence on the rights of the Palestinian people in their own country.” Yet two months later, in November, the UN Security Council unanimously adopted Resolution 242. It called for the “withdrawal of Israeli armed forces from territories occupied in the recent conflict” and “a just settlement of the refugee problem,” but also the “recognition of all established states by belligerent parties of each other and ... the establishment of peace and secure and recognized boundaries for all parties.” At the time, it was accepted only by Israel and Jordan. The resolution implied a trade of captured land for peace, but the peace on offer was ambiguous.

In the context of continuing hostility, the Israeli priority was to use the acquired land to improve their security so they would never feel so vulnerable again. That meant using the new borders for the first line of defense, keeping the Arabs on the other side of the Suez Canal and the Jordan River, and away from the high ground of Golan. Their security calculations were complicated by two factors. The first was that it was hard to look at all the captured land in functional terms. The West Bank in particular was not just any land but full of sites that recalled Bible stories and throbbed with religious meaning. The remaining western wall of the old temple was in East Jerusalem, from which Jews had been barred when it was under Jordanian control. Second, there was a demographic element. There was a tradition of using settlements to establish claims to contested land and guard borders. Although illegal under the Fourth Geneva Convention, it was considered tempting nonetheless. The movement that was eventually known as Gush Emunim reflected the conviction that it was a religious duty to settle the historic land of the Jewish people, even if this meant ignoring the law and rebuking the authorities. By February 1968, there were ten outposts with 800 people in the “administered territories.” At the time of the May 1977 election,  when the advocates of settlement gained power, there were nearly eighty settlements with a population of 11,000, in addition to annexed East Jerusalem where 40,000 now lived. Compared with the hopes of the settler movement, these numbers were not large, but they did enough to blur the borders of the state. In some cases the rationale was security, to thicken Israel’s thin waist or to help hold the Golan Heights. In other cases, claims were being established to land because of its religious significance, even if this started to encroach on Palestinian land.4


Although the Palestinians of the West Bank and Gaza had initially been quiescent under the new regime, and indeed began to enjoy economic benefits through their association with Israel, this was not a stable situation and over time was bound to become more unstable. The Israelis could not agree on what to do with the Palestinians. There was no appetite for their incorporation into the Israeli state. At the time, Israel’s Jewish population was just under 2.4 million, and its Arab population was less than 400,000. The combined populations of the West Bank and Gaza added around another 1 million, still leaving Jews in the majority. Over time, however, the higher Arab birthrate would tell. So if the Palestinians were granted the same rights as the existing Arab population of Israel, then their numbers would come to threaten the demographic balance within the state; if they were denied these rights, then Israel would be putting itself in the position of the colonialist. From the start there was a conundrum: Israel wanted the land and not the people—or as Prime Minister Levi Eshkol put it, the dowry without the wife. If the people could not be expelled, then they must be granted some form of self-government.

The ideal was an agreement with Jordan. This would have suited King Hussein, but he never dared go against the tide of Arab opinion. This was why he had lost the territory in the first place. Despite Israeli messages not to get involved, and unaware of the extent of the blow already delivered to the Egyptian air force, he felt in June 1967 that if he did not join this great pan-Arab enterprise he would be denounced forevermore. After a year, there was a secret meeting. Jordan was now prepared to accept the prewar borders and grant some rights in East Jerusalem, for the king a big concession, but Israel now wanted to move on. It expected all of Jerusalem, where it offered the Arabs rights, and wanted to hold strips of land of strategic importance. There was no deal. Worse, in 1974 the Rabat summit pushed aside Jordan’s claim to the West Bank. Yasser Arafat’s Palestine Liberation Organization, with its faith in armed struggle and its commitment to eliminate the Jewish state, appeared to be an impossible interlocutor.

The support given to the PLO in the United Nations, with Arafat treated as a head of state while Zionism was denounced as racism, and the appeasement of oil-rich Arabs by European governments, hardened Israeli attitudes. Israeli governments became torn between conflicting pressures and imperatives, and were as inclined to postpone fateful decisions as grasp them. Personal and political rivalries canceled each other out and added to the paralysis. By leaving unresolved the big questions of land and peace, of settlements and occupation, and by their inability to agree on firm boundaries for the state and preserve areas for future concessions, the Israeli government left the way open for popular movements to reshape the debate. The peace camp warned of the total lack of international support for the settlements and the developing Palestinian resentment. The voice of the peace camp tended to be less strident than that of the settlers, aware of their vulnerability to charges of playing fast and loose with national security. They lacked the activists who were prepared to set policy through their own efforts. On the other hand, the October war, while confirming Israeli military capabilities, demonstrated the dangers of complacency and the consequences of remaining on hostile terms with their neighbors. With 2,656 dead over nineteen days, it felt like a defeat. All this had softened up the region to expect diplomatic movement. Although plans were rife, all based on variations of the land-for-peace theme, the basic questions—what it would take to get the Israelis to hand back Sinai and the Golan Heights to Egypt and Syria, and how political rights of Palestinians were to be met—still lacked definitive answers.

By 1977, therefore, when Jimmy Carter came to power, the region was in a transitional state. The first radical wave was well past its peak. Its decline threatened the legitimacy of the secular, nationalist governments it had helped bring to power. The second radical wave was starting to gather pace, but it was as yet unclear whether this was a harmless, largely conservative and antileftist force or something that could develop into a destabilizing and disruptive force in its own right. The period was transitional in another sense for the United States. With Britain no longer a major regional player, Soviet influence declining, and oil an increasingly important consideration, the Americans were being drawn more into the politics of the Middle East. In particular, they were seen to be unusually well-placed to address the neuralgic issue of the Arab-Israeli conflict.






PART ONE

JIMMY CARTER
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CAMP DAVID

JIMMY CARTER REACHED the White House in the aftermath of the Watergate scandal, which had led Nixon to resign and demoralized the Republicans. Cynicism in foreign policy and dirty tricks in domestic politics could be presented as being of a piece. During the 1976 election campaign, Carter scored as an upright, decent, and religious man who would seek to do what was right as much as what was expedient. He gained the Democratic nomination by offering a way to transcend the arguments that split the country and the party. As a governor, he had yet to be corrupted by Washington politics. As a southerner, he could draw on one part of the party’s traditional base, but as a progressive, he could do so without alienating the rest. Carter did not see it as his task to make America feel good about itself. His inclination was to confront harsh realities.

He inherited a country that had been buffeted by a series of economic and foreign policy crises. Vietnam still cast a long shadow. The country was cautious about further military adventures, especially if ground forces were likely to be involved over an extended period. The military certainly shared the view that in the future, it would be best to avoid interventions in messy Third World conflicts, with their unclear battle lines, an enemy able to move in and out of the local population to catch you by surprise and tempt you into atrocity, and where decisive victory was unobtainable. The military mission was to prepare for big wars against big enemies, most likely the  Soviet Union in Europe. Its doctrine, weapons procurement, and training were refocused accordingly.

While the military prepared for classical warfare, the civilians engaged in classical diplomacy. Henry Kissinger, the dominant figure in U.S. foreign policy during the Nixon-Ford years, was a student of the masters of nineteenthcentury Great Power statecraft. He sought to arrange the exit from Vietnam, and then manage the consequences, through a series of deals with North Vietnam’s allies, the Soviet Union and China, who also happened to be deeply hostile to each other. By drawing the two Communist giants into a complex web of relationships, taking advantage of both their mutual wariness and their search for ways to revive their struggling economies, Kissinger sought to encourage détente.

By the time he left office at the start of 1977, Kissinger’s achievements, which had seemed dazzling a few years earlier, no longer seemed quite so impressive. One reason for this was that the Soviet Union did not appear to observe the constraints of détente as seriously as the United States. The suspicion grew that President Leonid Brezhnev had concluded that the “correlation of forces” had moved in the Soviet direction, so he was taking advantage of it by acquiring footholds in the Third World. In addition, any strategic choice that involved accommodating Soviet power apparently required ignoring constant ideological repression, abuses of human rights, and regular violations of treaty commitments. One consequence of this growing distrust, even disgust, was the rise of neoconservatism. Although more recently it has come to be associated with Republicans, its origins are in the security-minded wing of the Democrats and the reaction against the party’s takeover by antiwar supporters of presidential candidate George McGovern in 1972. If there was an early neoconservative political leader, it was Democratic senator Henry Jackson, effectively supported by his congressional aide, Richard Perle, who demonstrated his potential influence by challenging the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty of 1972, and then, with Representative Charles Vanik, making support of most favored nation status for the Soviet Union conditional on allowing Jews to emigrate. Until Ronald Reagan recruited some prominent neoconservatives into his administration, the debate between the neoconservatives and more mainstream liberals played out within the Democratic Party. The starting critique may have been of soft liberals, but the argument had been developed against the foreign policies of Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford. The Republican Party was associated with Kissinger’s “realist” approach, taking a clear and unsentimental view of national interests rather than attempting to improve individual nations or make the world a better place.

Carter sought to unite his party by straddling its foreign policy divide, not so much by following a woolly middle way but by pursuing the more idealistic aspects of the two competing traditions. The liberals could applaud his suspicion of cold war rhetoric and his proposals to wean the American people away from their fixation with the Soviet Union, cut back on military expenditures, and control the arms race. In another respect, he was with the neoconservatives in his conviction that, however awkward for the geopoliticians, there had to be a moral core to American foreign policy, and that this should involve stressing human rights and democracy. A man of evident integrity, he aimed to recover the standing of the United States, with fewer deals with dubious regimes, forged in secret and cemented by arms sales.

His knowledge of foreign affairs was limited, but he could pride himself on being a quick learner, surrounded by an impressive foreign policy team. The collective impact of their experience was to qualify his idealistic urges but also to generate tension at the heart of policymaking, for individually they represented different political tendencies. His national security adviser—Zbigniew Brzezinski—seemed to follow in the Kissinger mold of hyperintelligent and hyperactive professor of foreign accent and hawkish disposition. By contrast, Cyrus Vance was a traditional secretary of state, with a long history of public service and a patrician bearing. These tensions, and in particular the competition between the distinctive approaches to foreign policy within the person of the president, were disconcerting for both friends and adversaries, although mainly for allies. Any authoritarian regime, whether Communist or anti-Communist, would be challenged by the promotion of human rights; but a president disinclined to use military force could prove to be more of a problem for allies, as they would be uncertain of the reliability of security guarantees.1


Acknowledging the work done by Nixon and Ford in easing tensions with the Soviet Union, establishing relations with China, and getting out of Vietnam, Carter soon focused on the Middle East.2
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The Carter administration did have a blueprint for the peace process. This was found in a set of proposals in a Brookings Institution study of 1975 in which key figures in the new administration, including Brzezinski, had been members. It also provides a useful summary of the conventional wisdom of the time within the U.S. foreign policy community. The report stressed the danger of another war “with perilous and far-reaching consequences.” This gave urgency to the situation that could not be met with more interim  arrangements that left the basic elements of the dispute untouched. Hence, the group argued for a comprehensive settlement. This would be an integrated package, providing for security as all parties committed themselves to respecting the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the others and refrained from the use of force; a staged withdrawal to the boundaries of June 4, 1967, with few modifications but safeguarded by demilitarized zones; and the end of all hostile actions, including blockades, boycotts, and propaganda attacks against Israel to be replaced by the development of normal economic and political relations. With regard to the Palestinians, they should have self-determination so long as they accepted Israel’s sovereignty and self-determination, although the report was agnostic as to whether this should be a separate Palestinian state or an autonomous unit within Jordan. No solutions were suggested with regard to Jerusalem, other than to insist on free movement within it and the potential political autonomy for national groups within the city. Because a settlement of this sort would not be reached if it had to rely only on those directly involved, “initiative, impetus, and inducement” might well have to come from outside. That essentially meant the United States.3


The conviction that this was the time for a comprehensive approach represented an important departure from the incremental, step-by-step approach adopted by Kissinger. Incrementalism assumed that taking the easier issues first would help the parties understand each other’s perspectives and gain confidence as they realized that deals could be agreed to and made to work. They could gradually move on to more difficult issues, until one day they would realize that they were effectively “at peace.” Success depended on gathering momentum, providing the impetus to move through a set of progressively more difficult issues. Otherwise the process would grind to a halt. The advantage of a comprehensive approach was that the trade-offs necessary for a final agreement could be arranged through one grand set of interconnected bargains. The problem here was the “all-or-nothing” quality. Should negotiations break down, there would be nothing to show for the effort, other than even higher levels of distrust and a discredited process. Just setting up such a conference could involve tedious negotiations over procedural matters, often as mundane as seating arrangements, which were seen to encapsulate wider issues of basic principle. The trick was to entice all the different interests and parties into a single room and then into signing a final document. One awkward customer could create an impasse, and the Middle East was not short of awkward customers. Excluding the awkward customers, however, would lose comprehensiveness. In practice it was best not to move to such a conference until a sufficient level of preparedness and support had been sorted out in advance.

The underlying formula of “land for peace” was deceptively simple. Israel held land to which it had no right but was denied a peace it deserved. Israel’s reluctance to return some of the seized land for a mixture of security and ideological reasons was well-known, but the Arab reluctance to offer peace was less well understood. Recognizing the “Zionist entity” was a big step for countries that had always resented a Jewish state on Arab land. Hostility to Israel served as a rhetorical rallying point, helping to legitimize regimes, such as that in Syria, where Hafez al-Assad otherwise had little else to offer his people. There was then the problem of the refugees from 1948, determined to return to the territory from which they had fled, many still stuck in camps that were preserved as a symbol of Israel’s perfidy. De facto recognition of Israel might be a pragmatic necessity for Arab regimes. It might even be possible to end the formal state of war. But de jure recognition—according Israel the full respect due a sovereign state, with diplomatic and commercial relations—appeared a step too far. Yet Israel could not contemplate any lesser form of peace, and until proper recognition was on offer would not relinquish the land that gave it leverage and additional security.

The engineer in Carter almost seemed to relish working out how the elements of the complex Middle Eastern scene could be brought together to form a functioning whole. He was prepared to learn as much as he could about the problem and by the end of his presidency could claim considerable mastery of its more arcane detail. He could draw upon numerous schemes and plans, including the Brookings report. His inclination was to work backward from what seemed to him to be a self-evidently sensible deal, which would serve everybody’s true interests, rather than move tentatively forward from intransigent starting points. If the end point was in grasp, then the more unwilling elements would fall into line lest they lose out. He would involve the Soviet Union if that gave the radicals some comfort, while Saudi Arabia would be encouraged to use its newfound, oil-fueled political status to encourage the more recalcitrant Arab countries to accept compromise. A diplomatic push would come as no surprise: One was widely expected, and the underlying conditions seemed as promising as they had ever been. The United States was best placed to bring together the key players.
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By October 1, 1977, Carter seemed ready to go. That day the United States and the Soviet Union issued a joint communiqué on the Middle East. The two superpowers, having convened the December 1973 Geneva conference, now wished it to be reconvened in the coming December. There was a need to achieve “as soon as possible, a just and lasting settlement of the Arab-Israeli  conflict.” The settlement should be “comprehensive, incorporating all parties concerned and all questions.” It would lead to the “withdrawal of Israeli Armed Forces from territories occupied in the 1967 conflict,” but this would be balanced by the “termination of the state of war and establishment of normal peaceful relations on the basis of mutual recognition of the principles of sovereignty, territorial integrity, and political independence.”

The use of the adjective “normal” before “peaceful” was a new formulation. This gained less attention than another novelty, at least from the American side, in the call for the “resolution of the Palestinian question, insuring the legitimate rights of the Palestinian people.” Here the previous formulations had spoken only of “legitimate interests.” The communiqué went on to discuss the role that the two superpowers might play as guarantors of any agreement. These aims could only be achieved in the “framework of the Geneva Peace Conference.” All parties should be involved, including “representatives of the Palestinian people.”

One problem with this communiqué was that its origins were only partly connected with the Middle East. Cyrus Vance wanted to include the Soviet Union to show that there was still life left in détente and the two could work in partnership together. He recognized Brzezinski’s concern that the Soviets might act as spoilers but took the view that this was more likely if they were excluded. Moscow’s actual role in Washington’s frantic, preparatory diplomacy prior to October had been marginal at most. If it had one in the future it would probably be to influence the response of the Syrians and the PLO. Another problem was that it was something of an act of desperation, a device to cut through the procedural knots that had been tightening over recent months as the Americans discussed with all relevant parties how to get the process under way. In the event, instead of providing the final push to a Geneva conference, the communiqué ensured that it never happened. Instead of providing the groundwork for a comprehensive settlement, it set in motion a bilateral deal between Egypt and Israel, and so set back for a decade any movement on the Palestine question. The reason for this was that the document had been put together with little thought as to its likely impact on the two key players in any peace process—Israel and Egypt.
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The most enthusiastic regional promoter of a new peace effort was Anwar Sadat. Although Sadat was described as the “Hero of the Crossing” as a result of the opening salvo of the 1973 war, he did not enjoy, either in Egypt or the Arab world more generally, anything approaching Nasser’s prestige and authority. Furthermore, in spite of economic reform, new Western investment,  and substantial U.S. aid, Egypt’s economy continued to decline, resulting in work strikes and riots over food shortages. Sadat feared that time was running out. His restlessness was reflected in a tendency to act in a bold and impetuous manner. He was given to grand gestures and impatience with detail.

Vance described him as “strong on principles; weak on implementation.”4 His restlessness was also a product of a deeper political bind. He knew that a separate peace with Israel would be denounced by the rest of the Arab world, but he believed trying to reach an agreement that would satisfy the others could delay matters indefinitely. His relations with Assad of Syria were particularly poor. He assumed, with some justice, that Assad’s main interest in the process was to prevent a separate Egypt-Israel deal rather than to achieve anything positive for Syria. Nor, having just broken with the Soviet Union, was he excited by the prospect of working with the Soviets again, especially as they were most likely to reinforce Syrian intransigence. His commitment to a Geneva conference was therefore not deep. He could see merit if it provided a form of cover for substantive agreements, well prepared in advance, but not as a negotiating forum in itself.

What he really wanted, and here he was not unique among Arab leaders, “was an American plan that the United States would impose on Israel.”5 He had great faith in America’s ability to sort out Israel, and so his strategy was to get as close to Carter as possible. This was a clever move. Carter always placed great store in personal relationships. He sought friendship with foreign leaders, and if they appeared distant and cold, his attitude toward them was affected. He never achieved harmony with Israeli leaders. Another example was Syria’s Assad. When he first met him in Geneva, Carter declared him a close friend after a few minutes’ acquaintance, but this soon soured.

Sadat, meanwhile, played Carter masterfully. There was genuine warmth between the two men, reinforced by the coincidence of their views. When they first met in April 1977, Carter was excited by this “shining light” that had “burst on the Middle East scene.” Here was someone both committed to peace and prepared to show flexibility.6 For example, though Sadat’s first response to the proposition that there would have to be full recognition of Israel was “not in my lifetime,” when Carter insisted that nothing else would work, eventually Sadat conceded that this was something he must explore to get the Sinai returned. In a later interview, Carter became quite lyrical about Sadat:
He put faith in me to protect Egypt’s interests. No matter what I did, he felt that I would never lie to him. ... It was kind of an immediate sharing of trust. And when someone puts implicit faith in you, you are just  not going to betray them. And I felt the same way about him. ... Sadat saw himself as the bold leader who would make history. And he saw me as an eager ally.7






Other members of the administration were less sure. Brzezinski described Sadat as warm and gracious, but added “even ingratiating,” and noted his occasional difficulty in distinguishing fact from fiction and his tendency to become carried away by his own words.8


The contrast between Carter’s relations with Sadat and those with Israeli leaders was stark. This was largely because of what he was asking of them. They were not enamored with a comprehensive approach, suspecting that it would serve as a pretext for Arabs to avoid direct negotiations. The Israelis would be constantly on the defensive at a conference, because the only thing the other participants could agree on was what they should give up. They preferred to deal with Arab states directly and individually. Yet with individual states Israelis believed in comprehensive deals. Once in direct negotiation with an Arab state there was no easy first step, and whatever was agreed on with regard to territory, Israel had to have recognition in return. Otherwise there was no point.

The Israelis would have been happy to continue with Gerald Ford and Henry Kissinger. Getting the American relationship right was an imperative for any Israeli government. Faced with a new president and his bright ideas, they were inclined to play along until the harsh, underlying realities of Middle Eastern politics asserted themselves. In this case, however, the Israelis were up against a strong policy consensus in Washington, certainly shared by Vance and Brzezinski, that they had to make the big compromises for peace. They were used to the underdog position, a small brave democracy facing the unrelenting hostility of much larger and more numerous Arab autocracies. When it came to the Palestinian question, they were now taking on the appearance of the oppressor, but resented the label. Carter was certainly influenced by this appearance. The parallels he saw with the situation of blacks in the American South help explain the intensity with which he embraced the Palestinian cause.

Carter’s enthusiasm for the task led him to ignore the politics of the situation. It has become a commonplace observation that the U.S. ability to put pressure on Israel is constrained by domestic politics, and in particular the role of the Jewish community in electoral politics. Up to this time this had been an important but not overwhelming factor. The Jewish vote was largely tied to the Democrats, so when Republicans such as Nixon and Ford did something deemed harmful to Israel, they were put under pressure but were  largely able to cope. Up to this time, the blockages to peace had been seen to come from the Arabs, not Israel, while the Palestinians had lost sympathy because of their associations with terrorism and their destabilization of first Jordan and then Lebanon. The land-for-peace formula had broad support in Israel as well as the United States, although the scope for contradictory interpretations of what this might mean for Israel’s security was already evident. Initially, Carter took Israel’s backers in the Democratic Party and Congress for granted and did not draw them in as supporters for the difficult times ahead. Hamilton Jordan, the White House chief of staff, later observed that the Jewish lobby was “something that was not part of our Georgia and Southern political experience and consequently not well understood.”9


Carter was insensitive to the position of Israel’s prime minister. Yitzhak Rabin had been chief of staff of the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) at the time of the 1967 war, then served for a spell as ambassador to Washington, and was only elected to the Knesset, the Israeli Parliament, in 1973. A year later, with Israel still reeling from the October 1973 war, he became prime minister. As he showed during his later spell as prime minister in the 1990s, Rabin had important qualifications for peacemaking. He had demonstrated a tough-minded devotion to his country’s security, yet was known to be ready to withdraw from the seized Arab territories. In 1977, he was, however, in political trouble at home, with an election scheduled for May. For the first time since the foundation of the state, the once dominant Labor Party was under threat, weighed down by the intelligence failures leading up to the October 1973 war, allegations of corruption, and infighting at the top. This had left Rabin almost immobilized, unlikely to move until he had a more secure government. The last thing he needed was a public quarrel with the United States over matters of fundamental strategic interest. Hoping that Carter’s support might bolster his position, when he arrived in Washington in March, he discovered instead a president in a bold and determined mood, disregarding the Israeli political calendar.

Rabin’s short political career had never depended much on charm and warm embraces. Carter found him an unsympathetic figure, reserved, introverted, and not given to expansive gestures. He had seen the Israeli prime minister as a “kind of peg on which I could hang my whole Mideast peace ambitions,” yet Rabin turned out to be “absolutely and totally uninterested, very timid, very stubborn, and somewhat ill-at-ease. The fact was that he had no interest at all in talking about negotiations. It was just like talking to a dead fish.”10 As the discussion progressed, Rabin became even warier. Carter was dealing casually with issues that were fundamental to Israel’s security, while suggesting penalties for not going along with his own cavalier  interpretations of what was best. Rabin wanted to leave any shifts in Israeli policy until after the elections, especially if any private concessions were likely to be immediately leaked.

Rabin was first undercut on the question of arms sales. This was a topic on which Carter had strong views. He was appalled at weapons being traded for short-term commercial gain without any thought for the long-term damage they might do. His determination to dampen the trade hit Israel in two areas. The transfer of cluster bombs was refused, although this was an area where Rabin thought he had an agreement left over from the previous administration. In addition, Israel was refused permission to sell Kfir fighters to Ecuador, because they had American engines. All this indicated that Israel could expect no special privileges from the new administration.

Even more challenging was Carter’s description of Israeli settlements in the West Bank as illegal and demands for changes in how the occupied territories were governed. Rabin was looking for an arrangement with Jordan. This was a long-standing objective of the Labor leadership, which had always seen King Hussein as the natural partner for peace. Although the West Bank had been Jordan’s territory and the kingdom still declared an interest, since 1974 the Arab League had supported the PLO’s claim. From both the American and Israeli perspectives, the king was the preferred interlocutor, but his freedom of maneuver was limited. Carter sensed that the PLO could not be so easily disregarded. He wondered aloud about drawing the organization into the negotiations, should it signal its seriousness by accepting UN Resolutions 242 and 338 and abandoning those elements of its charter that called for Israel’s destruction. Resolution 338 was the cease-fire resolution for the October 1973 war. It concluded by asserting that “immediately and concurrently with the cease-fire, negotiations shall start between the parties concerned under appropriate auspices aimed at establishing a just and durable peace in the Middle East.” It was unnerving for Rabin to be told that “it would be a blow to U.S. support for Israel if you refused to participate in the Geneva talks over the technicality of the PLO being in the negotiations.” 11 After the summit, when Rabin suggested in public that Carter supported the idea of defensible borders, rather than simply those in place on June 4, 1967, the White House issued a clarification, which increased the sense of estrangement.

After a sobered Rabin returned to Israel, Carter continued to talk openly, but also loosely, about the 1967 borders and a homeland for the Palestinians. He responded to a question at a town hall meeting in Massachusetts by observing, “There has to be a homeland provided for the Palestinian refugees who have suffered for many, many years.”12 This remark apparently brought  tears to Arafat’s eyes and was welcomed by the Palestine National Council. To the Israelis, however, Carter was conceding the PLO’s basic demand without getting anything in return or thinking through the political consequences—for Israel, Jordan, or the United States. At the same time, he was undoubtedly gaining in credibility in the Arab world.

It is unlikely that Labor would have won the election of May 17, 1977, if Carter had been more solicitous of Rabin’s political needs in March. After all, Rabin felt obliged to resign as prime minister before the election, in April, as a result of a relatively minor scandal surrounding an illegal bank account held by his wife, Leah, during their time at the Israeli Embassy in Washington. Nonetheless, the next months would have been a lot easier for Carter if there had not been such a major shift in Israeli politics. Labor lost one-third of its votes, and so the right-wing Likud (Unity) Party became the largest in the Knesset and formed a government. The Americans were quite unprepared for this turn of events. They knew little of the new prime minister, Menachem Begin, and what they did know they didn’t like.
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